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ABSTRACT
Social entrepreneurship continues to expand as a profession and discipline of study, yet
much remains unknown about how social entrepreneurs contextualize their experience. The
existing narrative centers on the heroic (and often male) individual entrepreneur who changes the
world with innovative ideas and sheer grit. Academic literature tends to echo this dominant
narrative, primarily utilizing a positivist economic approach when analyzing entrepreneurship.
This qualitative study examines how women social entrepreneurs navigate their embedded
cultural, social, and economic norms when launching a social venture. My findings illustrate
embedded norms include gender, market-based, rational-linear, and individualistic norms. Yet
participants’ embedded norms exist in juxtaposition to professional norms of entrepreneurship,
which promote dominant masculinities. Women social entrepreneurs navigate embedded norms
by adopting a process of creative churn, moving between considering, imagining, meshing,
spinning, and learning. Ultimately, women social entrepreneurs experienced barriers between
embedded norms and professional norms of entrepreneurship, then utilized a process of creative
churn to navigate this chasm, and ultimately adopted power of existing hegemonies when
creating a social venture.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
In the past two decades, there has been a groundswell of momentum in the field of social
entrepreneurship, evidenced by a rapid increase in the number of social ventures, the ongoing
supply of funding opportunities, and an array of media attention (Bornstein, 2012). Coined
‘change-makers’ by those in the field (Bornstein, 2007), social entrepreneurs lead social change
efforts across a vast landscape of industries (Steyaert & Hjorth, 2006). Although the profession
receives significant attention, academic research on this phenomenon is still in the early stages
(Dacin, Dacin, & Tracey, 2011; Defourny & Nyssens, 2010). Definitions of social
entrepreneurship vary widely (Zahra, Gedajlovic, Neubaum & Shulman, 2009) in a field that
lives within a minefield of tensions, navigating a perilous line between business and social
change worlds (Tracey & Phillips, 2007). For the purposes of this study, I define social
entrepreneurship as a business venture utilized as a vehicle for social change. Much is unknown
regarding how social entrepreneurs, particularly women social entrepreneurs, problematize and
engage in social change (Mair & Marti, 2006). In this introductory chapter I explore the
historical context of social entrepreneurship, introduce the statement of the problem, provide key
definitions, and an overview of chapters within this dissertation.
Historical Background
Social entrepreneurship is global in scope (Bornstein, 2007; Marshall, 2011). Within this
study, I primarily focus on the trajectory of social entrepreneurship within the United States
(US). The political, economic, and cultural setting of a venture directly influences the features of
social entrepreneurship (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010; Granovetter, 1985, 2005; Meek, Pacheco,
& York, 2010). To provide a focused history of the topic, this section will include the historical
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and economic antecedents of social entrepreneurship, a synopsis of the rise in public presence,
and perceptions of social entrepreneurs in the field.
Historical and Economic Antecedents
The social venture trend is part of a much longer history of market-driven approaches to
the social change sector (Curtis, 2008; Dey & Steyaert, 2010; Keohane, 2013). Defourny and
Nyssens (2010) trace social entrepreneurship “back to the very foundation of the US, when
community or religious groups were selling homemade goods or holding bazaars to supplement
voluntary donations” (p. 38). Early pioneers of social entrepreneurship include Jane Adams,
founder of the Hull House, Clara Barton of the American Red Cross, and Benjamin Franklin for
his innovative organizational work (Keohane, 2013). Social entrepreneurship has a long history
within the US (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010; Keohane, 2013).
Amidst historical roots, social entrepreneurship is touted as a new type of entity
(Bornstein, 2007, 2012; Martin & Osberg, 2007). The term itself, ‘social entrepreneur’, has only
been circulating for 30 years (Joos & Leaman, 2014). Bornstein (2007) delineates that "what is
different today is that social entrepreneurship is becoming established as a vocation and a
mainstream area of inquiry" (p. 3). Others tie the upward trend to increasing cries for a kinder,
gentler form of capitalism (Dacin et al., 2011; Driver, 2012). Social entrepreneurship is
distinctive from commercial entrepreneurship as a field and has recently gained recognition due
to the economic and political climate (Keohane, 2013).
The rise of social entrepreneurship runs parallel to the governmental defunding efforts of
the 1970s (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010; Dey & Steyaert, 2010). As government social services
lost funding, and a neo-liberal ideology became more prominent, private stakeholder
involvement in social change increased (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010). As Keohane (2013)
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observes, "it is neither surprising nor coincidental that the heightened embrace of
entrepreneurship in the last generation in the nonprofit, private, and even public sectors has taken
place in an era of ideological and political backlash against the government" (p. 3). The policies
of the 1970s onward created a wave of social entrepreneur activity (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010).
Social entrepreneurship spanned across non-profit, public, and private sectors (Defourny
& Nyssens, 2010; Keohane, 2013; Wolk, 2007). As federal funding to non-profits also
decreased in the 1970s, many non-profits infused commercial activities to supplement their
funding (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010). Consulting companies formed in the 1980s to advise nonprofits on how to be more "entrepreneurial"; how to infuse business practices into their work
(Wolk, 2007). In the public sector, the government supported social venture activity by offering
tax breaks, incentives, competitions, and matching fund opportunities (Keohane, 2013). Lastly,
the influence of private seed funding organizations specific to the mission of social
entrepreneurship started in the late 1970s and gathered steam in the 1990s (Dacin et al., 2007;
Defourny & Nyssens, 2010). In 1978, Bill Drayton founded Ashoka – an organization dedicated
to funding individual social entrepreneurs creating innovative, systemic, scalable social change –
funding over 3000 social entrepreneurs since its inception (Keohane, 2013). Ashoka is one of
many established organizations, such as Echoing Green or the Skoll Foundation, that strive to
support social entrepreneurs (Dacin et al., 2011). Social entrepreneurship has presence in nonprofit, public, and private arenas.
Rise in Public Presence
The backdrop of increased funding opportunities has enhanced the public presence of the
field (Dacin et al., 2011; Dey & Steyaert, 2010). Bornstein (2007, 2012), a journalist, actively
chronicles Ashoka's history; profiling change-makers in books, articles, blogs, and interviews.
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With this support and other media presence, social entrepreneurship has become increasingly
well publicized (Dacin et al., 2011; Katre & Salipante, 2012). Steyaert and Hjorth (2006) note
that the “arrival of social entrepreneurship on the academic scene is rather loud and seems to be
about big money” (p. 6). Organizations hold international conferences, such as the Skoll World
Forum, drawing high profile figures: Kofi Annan, Desmond Tutu, Al Gore, and Jimmy Carter
(Skoll Foundation, 2015). The public profile of social entrepreneurs continues to increase.
In addition to increased media presence, formal education opportunities resulted in
rapidly growing membership to the social entrepreneurship profession (Tracey & Phillips, 2007).
Presence in higher education began with the Social Enterprise Initiative at Harvard in 1993
(Defourny & Nyssens, 2010), followed by the first formal degree program at Stanford in 1999
(Joos & Leaman, 2014). As of 2011, globally, 148 institutions had social entrepreneurship
programs (Kickul, Janssen-Selvadurai, & Griffiths, 2012). Ashoka designates colleges as
change-maker campuses, infusing social entrepreneurship throughout university curriculum
(Joos & Leaman, 2014). Today, higher education institutions provide a large number of formal
education opportunities.
Perceptions of the Social Entrepreneur
Western cultural values of leadership shape much of the discourse surrounding social
entrepreneurship, particularly those values linked to the individual, market-driven, and male
entrepreneur (Dey & Steyaert, 2010). The picture of a social entrepreneur is steeped in the
"American mythos: social mobility achieved through individual ingenuity and hard work"
(Keohane, 2013, p. 3). Social enterprise rhetoric centers on market-driven approaches to change
utilizing rational-linear solutions to solve problems (Curtis, 2008; Dey & Steyaert, 2010). The
public perceives commercial entrepreneurship as a male profession (Ahl, 2006; Hughes,
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Jennings, Brush, Carter, & Welter, 2012; Ogbor, 2000), and this perception reigns within social
entrepreneurship as well (Dey, 2006; Matthews, 2014). Interestingly, however, in the 2009
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, researchers discovered that the participation ratio of women
and men in social entrepreneurship yielded less of a gap than comparative commercial
entrepreneurship roles (Bosma & Levie, 2009). The higher presence of women in the field does
not match the dominant discourse (Matthews, 2014).
The historical overview above highlights how social entrepreneurship is gaining
momentum in the US. The historical and economic setting created a way for private entities to
stake a claim in market-driven approaches to social change (Keohane, 2013). To raise their
profile, funding organizations like Ashoka have increased the notoriety of social
entrepreneurship through a strong media presence (Dacin et al., 2011). In addition, higher
education institutions have speedily adopted social enterprise programs across the country (Joos
& Leaman, 2014). Yet even with increased presence and participation across gender groups,
Western conceptions of leadership dominate the social entrepreneurship landscape – by
emphasizing individualistic, rational-linear, and overall masculine traits (Dey, 2006). This
historical arc lays the foundation the study.
Statement of the Problem
Social entrepreneurship has gained a strong foothold in the public eye, and has the
potential to create a new cadre of social change agents throughout the world (Steyaert & Hjorth,
2006). The notoriety of the field and increasing education opportunities perhaps create an
accessibility or platform for social change endeavors that can lead away from existing apathy
(Bornstien, 2007; Joos & Leaman, 2014; Keohane, 2013). The rhetoric surrounding social
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entrepreneurship encompasses a narrative that anyone can be a change-maker, appealing to an
ideal of self-efficacy and service (Bornstein, 2007). It is an idea that warrants more exploration.
Much work remains to uncover how social change agents problematize their world (Dey
& Steyaert, 2010). As membership in the field increases, we need to learn more about how
people conceptualize and approach social change (Steyaert & Hjorth, 2006). Authors advocate
for an increased understanding of embeddedness – defined as the cultural, social, and economic
context an entrepreneur navigates when creating an entrepreneurship venture (Granovetter, 1985,
2005; Mair & Marti, 2006). Much of the rhetoric surrounding social entrepreneurship is
unabashedly positive, highlighting heroes who save the world (Bornstein, 2007, 2012; Dacin et
al., 2011; Dey & Steyaert, 2010). The stories of social entrepreneurship tend to center on a
single narrative mirroring Western cultural and ideological underpinnings (Curtis, 2008; Dey &
Steyaert, 2010). The field would benefit from a more contextualized portrayal of leadership that
does not center on the hero/non-hero dichotomy (Dey, 2006).
An area that we know little about is how women social entrepreneurs in the US navigate
their social soil, or embeddedness, when launching a social venture to create social change. The
stories of women change-makers are thus far under-represented in practice and research (Dey,
2006; Matthews, 2014). Due to the gap in existing research, we do not yet know how women
traverse a profession that espouses predominantly male norms (Ahl, 2006; Ogbor, 2000).
The purpose of this study was to understand how women social entrepreneurs navigate
their embeddedness when creating a social venture. Initially, I intended to use these questions:
1) How does the social entrepreneur’s cultural and socio-economic environment shape
the conceptualization and enacting of social change?
2) What role does gender play in the process of creating a social venture?
3) How do social entrepreneurs conceptualize market solutions to social change?
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4) How do social entrepreneurs navigate resistance when creating change?
Yet as I began to gather the data, the questions seemed to co-mingle; the data did not align with
the questions. For example, questions one through three seemed to overlap with one another and
ultimately addressed embeddedness. Likewise, the data indicated that ‘market solutions’, from
question three, lived as a set of norms, not as something that participants actively thought about
or discussed. As such, I separated the original purpose statement into two parts:
(1) What are the features of embeddedness?
(2) How do women social entrepreneurs navigate embeddedness when starting a venture?
With growing attention on social entrepreneurship within the US in media and academic settings,
these questions helped to frame the study – to uncover more about how women navigate their
embeddedness when launching a social venture.
Throughout the dissertation, I will provide an evolving illustration to visualize the
concepts discovered in the findings and analysis of this study.

Figure 1. Evolving illustration: Problem statement. The figure illustrates the problem
statement.

This image conveys the study’s focus on a central research problem: how women social
entrepreneurs navigate their embeddedness when launching a new venture.
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Definition of Terms
Cultural social, and economic norms

Cultural norms: Collective values,
behaviors, and cognitive structures within a
group. The “heritable interpretive
structures such as symbol systems, stories,
beliefs, myths, metaphors, virtues, gestures,
prejudices” (Fesmire, 2003, p. 10).
Social norms: The definition of social norms
is two-fold. (1) The norms that shape
interactions among members within a
society. (2) The power and privilege
interwoven into societal interactions.
Economic norms: Those norms derived from
the economic model of a society, which
shapes values, behaviors, cognitive
structures, and interactions.

Entrepreneuring

A process-oriented theoretical perspective of
entrepreneurship; interpreting the
entrepreneurial experience as a creative
process of becoming or emergence
(Steyeart,1997; 2007).

Embeddedness

The cultural, social, and economic norms an
entrepreneur navigates when creating an
entrepreneurship venture (Granovetter,
1985, 2005)

Social entrepreneur

A person engaged in process of achieving a
blend of positive financial and social goals.
For the purpose of this study, I refer to those
who have created a social venture.

Social enterprise

A for-profit business venture utilized as a
vehicle for social change, incorporating
positive financial and social outcomes.

Start-up

A business in the early creation process that
can span from idea inception to the early
years of business formation. Often includes
a series of “actions which, upon execution,
bring the organization into existence”
(Katre & Salipante, 2012, p. 969).
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Overview of the Chapters
In the following chapters, I describe and analyze the study. In chapter two, I will outline
existing literature on the topic, identifying the gap and rationale for how this study adds to our
knowledge on women social entrepreneurs, and I propose a new theoretical lens for analysis.
Then in chapter three, I give a description of the research methods used for the study. In
chapters four through seven, I document the findings of the study, allowing space for distinct sets
of findings on embeddedness and creative churn. Chapter eight encompasses a theoretical
analysis. Finally, in chapter nine, I outline my research conclusions, implications, and
recommendations for future professional application and research. The culmination of these
chapters provides a better understanding of how women social entrepreneurs navigate their
embeddedness when launching a social venture.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Literature on social entrepreneurs includes a broad range of disciplinary approaches, from
management to social sciences (Dacin et al., 2011). Caught within disparate fields, questions
arise regarding how and with which lenses social entrepreneurship should be studied (Steyaert &
Hjorth, 2006). As a young field of research (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010), social
entrepreneurship literature continues to gain momentum (Hill, Kothari, & Shea, 2010; Renko,
2012). Lehner and Kansikas (2013) observed a tripling of articles published in 2008-2010 from
the comparative timeframe of 2005-2007. In this chapter, I will analyze existing literature and
theoretical approaches pertaining to women social entrepreneurs, followed by an overview if the
theoretical frameworks utilized in this study.
Overview of the Literature
To capture the diversity of perspectives in social entrepreneurship, my search process
progressed with several iterations. Due to the breadth of the field, I utilized multiple search
engines to gather the relevant literature. Initially, I searched JSTOR and Academic Search
Premier to access multiple disciplines; then tailored a more specific search within management
literature using Business Source Premier, and SociINDEX to pull from the sociology arena. In
the first attempt, I utilized the following terminology: social entrepreneur, social enterprise,
social entrepreneurship, and social venture to ascertain the depth of the field. As my topic
narrowed, I further refined by adding gender and social entrepreneurship, women social
entrepreneurs, start-up, cultural context, and embeddedness. Multiple search iterations generated
a diverse body of literature.
My search generated varied approaches to social entrepreneurship research, which is
evident in the overarching themes below. The search yielded several empirical studies, but also
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a large number of conceptual papers and literature reviews. Indeed, Lehner and Kansikas (2013)
found in their review of the literature “48% of the articles included a more conceptual nature,
theorizing social entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurial processes” (p. 211). Conceptual
articles further the meta-theoretical and epistemological debates in the field, and question the
definition of social entrepreneurship (Calas, Smircich, & Bourne, 2009; Dey & Steyaert, 2010;
Martin & Osberg, 2007). In my analysis of the relevant materials, I found the following themes:
tensions in the field of social entrepreneurship research, the portrait of the social entrepreneur,
gender and social change, and approaches to creating social change.
Tensions in the Field
The field of social entrepreneurship lives in a conceptual hotbed of tensions and
contradictions (Lehner & Kansikas, 2013). Throughout the review of literature, I encountered a
disparate collection of disciplines (Dacin et al., 2011, p. 1203), industries (Steyaert & Hjorth,
2006), and cultural contexts (Marshall, 2011). To further illustrate and frame these tensions, this
section will outline the multiple fields, competing research philosophies and worldviews, and
subsequent discrepancies in identifying a definition of social entrepreneurship.
Multiple fields. As previously mentioned the field of social entrepreneurship spans
across academic disciplines (Dacin et al., 2011; Mair & Marti, 2006). To date, the field has
“interdisciplinary focus as it intersects a number of boundaries drawing explicitly from
anthropology, economics, political science, psychology, and sociology” (Dacin et al., 2011, p.
1203). Debate surrounds where social entrepreneurship should live (Lehner & Kansikas, 2013),
and the research includes “partly overlapping, partly different and even contradictory agendas”
(Steyaert & Hjorth, 2006, p. 4). The bulk of the research lives within commercial
entrepreneurship literature (Defourny & Nyssens, 2014), yet Steyaert and Hjorth (2006) observe
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that many of the researchers do not belong to the core cadre of academics in entrepreneurship
literature. Some authors call for stronger links to entrepreneurship theory (Martin & Osberg,
2007; Swedberg, 2006). Others, such as Shaw and Carter (2007), find strong differences
between social and commercial entrepreneurship. In their analysis of relevant research journals,
Hill et al. (2010) found a large spread across journal types. Social entrepreneurship literature
resides within no singular disciplinary home.
Research philosophies. Due to competing disciplinary ‘homes’, the research
philosophies underlying various scholarly works are divided (Lehner & Kansikas, 2013). The
ties to entrepreneurship studies, which predominantly lives within a functionalist paradigm (Ahl,
2006; Jennings, Perren, & Carter, 2005), carry over to social entrepreneurship literature (Dey &
Steyaert, 2010). However, Lehner and Kansikas (2013) found that in comparison to commercial
entrepreneurship studies, social entrepreneurship research includes more interpretivist and
radical humanist approaches, and the “research methodology and inherent paradigms differ from
the commercial entrepreneurship literature” (p. 200). Philosophical approaches differ within the
literature and tie to competing worldviews.
Worldview. Research philosophies stem from a particular worldview. It is important to
delineate how authors holding differing worldviews shape social entrepreneurship literature. For
the “foundational assumptions in all theorizing represent certain world views and not others,
therefore always marginalizing some interests, concerns, and activities” (Calas et al., 2009, p.
554). Within social entrepreneurship, several conversations center on the tension over
competing worldview assumptions, including the following sub-themes: individualism and
community, modernity, economics, and measures of success.
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Social entrepreneurship literature includes a tension between the individual and
community, yet predominately emphasizes the heroic individual (Bornstein, 2007; Nicholls,
2013). Advocates frequently depict social entrepreneurs as: “extraordinary people [who] come
up with brilliant ideas and against all the odds succeed at creating new products and services that
dramatically improve peoples’ lives” (Martin & Osberg, 2007). The emphasis on the individual
is more pronounced within the US, where the term ‘social entrepreneur’ is more frequently
discussed in comparison to the term ‘social enterprise’ that is common in European settings
(Defourny & Nyssens, 2010). But across geographical bounds, debate exists regarding the
emphasis on the individual, or “heroic protagonist” (Nicholls, 2013, p. 109). Some authors take
a critical stance and note the strong ties between social entrepreneurship’s emphasis on
individual work and the dominant Western master narrative (Curtis, 2008; Dey, 2006; Dey &
Steyaert, 2010). Efforts to explore a more collective lens is found in Datta and Gailey’s (2012)
work on a cooperatively owned venture in India; or McKeever, Jack, and Anderson’s (2015)
research on social context in Northern Ireland; or Weber’s (2007) ethnographic exploration of a
communal social venture in rural Nebraska. While several authors proclaim the primacy of the
individual (Griffiths, Gundry, & Kickul, 2013); collective approaches also exist (Shaw & Carter,
2007).
Some authors also assert the superiority of applying a modern and rational lens to social
issues (Griffiths et al., 2013; El Ebrashi, 2013; Zahra et al., 2009). Success stories emphasize
creating a growth model (Bornstein, 2007, 2012; Martin & Osberg, 2007). By applying best
practices, social entrepreneurs can “acquire capital for expansion purposes, enter new markets,
and take advantage of more sophisticated kinds of technical assistance in marketing, human
relations, and networking” (Monti, Ryan, Brush, & Gannon, 2007, p. 355). Yet other authors
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question a rational-linear approach to social change, and advocate for a critical lens on larger
socio-economic structures (Curtis, 2008; Dey, 2006; Steyaert, 2007). Dey and Steyaert (2010)
note that the rhetoric around growth is tied to the “modernist, Western notion of order and
control, while contributing to the impression that social change can be achieved without causing
debate, tensions, or social disharmony” (p. 88). While some authors emphasize clean, rational
lines of progress (Bornstein, 2007; Martin & Osberg, 2007), others question this perspective and
advocate for a more nuanced and critical understanding of the complexities of social change
(Dey & Steyaert, 2010).
Along with the emphasis on modernity is the underlying premise that social entrepreneurs
employ market-based strategies to conduct social change; ultimately engaging with a capitalist
economic approach. Many researchers emphasize the effectiveness of market-driven approaches
(Monti et al., 2007; Martin & Osberg, 2007; Nicholls, 2011). As an example, Zahra et al. (2009)
cites a preferred outcome as “social wealth” (p. 520). Dacin et al. (2011) regards social
entrepreneurship as a form of sustainable capitalism. Yet Curtis (2008) asks, “if capitalism has
resulted in the social order we have today, can capitalism be the solution to the limitations of that
social order” (p. 278)? Social entrepreneurship is also perceived as a larger theme of
privatization, pulling money away from aid-based systems to increase market-driven solutions
(Dey & Steyaert, 2010); as Feldman (2003) also discussed with her work on NGOs in
Bangladesh. Tension exists within social entrepreneurship research regarding market-driven
approaches to social change.
Lastly, definitions of social venture success vary. While some authors promote economic
growth (Martin & Osberg, 2007) and social wealth (Zahra et al., 2009) as primary goals, many
authors note the tension between market and social change goals (Dacin et al., 2011; Mair &
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Marti, 2006; Tracy & Phillips, 2007). Peredo and McLean (2006) state social entrepreneurship
must “contribute to the welfare or well-being in a given human community” (p. 59). For
example, in the study of a Navajo FlexCrete Construction Company, a social enterprise, O’Neill,
Hershauer, and Golden (2009) noted that the organization's purpose centered on enhancing
cultural, social, and knowledge capital for the Navajo community. Defining how to measure
success amidst economic and social goals exists as an unresolved question in the literature (Mair
& Marti, 2006).
Definitions. With varying disciplines, competing philosophies, and disparate
worldviews, it is hardly a wonder that one of the most visible tensions is the lack of consistent
definition on social entrepreneurs (Hill et al., 2010; Zahra et al., 2009). Zahra et al. (2009)
presented a grid listing 20 distinct definitions. Definitions tend to straddle among the tensions
outlined in this section, with some more focused on a more individual, rational, market-driven
approach (Martin & Osberg, 2007; Hill et al., 2010; Zahra et al., 2009), and others favoring a
more collective, context-driven slant (Dacin et al., 2011; Datta & Gailey, 2012; Shaw & Carter,
2007). However, there can be no doubt that social entrepreneurship as a whole combines
economic and social value creation (Dacin et al., 2011). I prefer the definition used by authors
Calas et al. (2009), and Datta and Gailey (2012), emphasizing entrepreneurship as a potential
vehicle for positive social change.
In this section, I have outlined several tensions in the field of social entrepreneurship.
The research lives amidst multiple disciplines, with a strong affinity towards entrepreneurship
literature. Subsequently, the competing research philosophies swing between functionalist and
interpretivist approaches. Likewise, the field encompasses significant tensions vacillating
between dominant Western worldview perspectives, and other more contextualized approaches
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to social change. Each of these sub-themes shapes the multiple definitions of social
entrepreneurship. The tensions in this section echo throughout subsequent themes: the portrait of
the social entrepreneur, gender and social change, and approaches to creating social change.
Portrait of the Social Entrepreneur
Much energy has gone into describing the social entrepreneur (Bornstein, 2007, 2012;
Mair & Marti, 2006). Historically, commercial entrepreneurship literature divides between
focusing on the entrepreneur vs. the process of “entrepreneuring,” the 'who' versus the 'how'
(Steyaert, 2007). Social entrepreneurship literature mirrors this divide, with much of the early
literature emphasizing the traits rather than venture creation processes (Mair & Marti, 2006).
Media influences also shape current perceptions of social entrepreneurs (Dacin et al., 2011). The
following section provides an overview of various portraits of the social entrepreneur, including
characteristics, media representation, types, and industry presence.
Characteristics. The predominant theme in the literature is to portray social
entrepreneurs with positive characteristics or traits, as defined by Western cultural values (Dey &
Steyaert, 2010). Martin and Osberg (2007) capture the “unique set of personal characteristics he
or she brings to the situation – inspiration, creativity, direct action, courage, and fortitude” (p.
6). There is strong emphasis on having a risk-taking nature (Marshall, 2011). Researchers also
cite the importance of being altruistic (Mair & Marti; 2006; Tracey & Phillips, 2007). Overall,
researchers highlight the positive traits of social entrepreneurs.
Some authors have noted and critiqued this strong alignment with social entrepreneurs
embodying heroic traits and abilities (Dacin et al. 2011; Dey & Steyaert, 2010; Nicholls, 2013;
Shaw & Carter, 2007). Dacin et al. (2011) lists three biases of heroic characterizations: “(1) bias
against learning from failure, (2) a biased focus on the individual level of analysis, and (3) a bias
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in terms of the motives and mission of social entrepreneurs” (p. 1205). The hero tendency also
limits entry to the field and purports “social entrepreneurship is deemed possible only through
the possession of certain innate capabilities” (Dey, 2006, p. 134). Researchers critique the heroic
characterization of social entrepreneurs, yet these characteristics align with popular media
depictions of the field.
Media representation. External organizations such as Ashoka, Skoll Foundation, and
Echoing Green strongly influence perceptions of social entrepreneurship (Dacin et al., 2011;
Defourny & Nyssens, 2010; Shaw & Carter, 2007). These organizations spend significant
resources profiling individuals (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010), creating heightened visibility for
their organizations via website, media, and other outlets. With significant power, funding
organizations are “very effective in shaping the agendas and initiatives put forth by social
entrepreneurs and researchers” (Dacin et al., 2011, p. 1206). Large funding organizations shape
perceptions of social entrepreneurs’ personalities and traits.
Types. Some researchers strive to categorize social entrepreneurs into different
typologies (El Ebrashi, 2013; Zahra et al., 2009). Using grounded theory, El Ebrashi (2013)
researched a group of Ashoka and Skoll fellows to create a typology of social entrepreneurs
rooted in behaviors. The author noted the following three categories: a social entrepreneur, a
transformative social entrepreneur, and a serial social entrepreneur. Zahra et al. (2009) also
identified three categories: the social bricoleur, social constructionist, and social engineer. In
Table 1, I provide an illustration of how these typologies compare.
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Table 1
Types of Social Entrepreneurs
Level
Zahra et al. (2009)
Level 1 Social bricoleur
Level 2 Social
constructionist
Level 3 Social engineer
Level 4

El Ebrashi (2013)
Social entrepreneur
Transformative social
entrepreneur
Serial social
entrepreneur

Characteristics
Primarily local impact
Creating systemic change
Revolutionary change
Creates multiple social endeavors

Within each of these typologies, reach or breadth of influence is the distinguishing characteristic
of the first two categories. The first category for both authors identifies local impact, and the
second category emphasizes systemic change. El Ebrashi (2013) defines a third tier of social
entrepreneurship, serial social entrepreneurship, as those who create multiple
endeavors. Whereas Zahra et al. (2009) differentiates the third category, a social engineer, as
someone who creates “revolutionary change.” In addition to these two typologies, Marshall
(2011) distinguishes yet another type of social entrepreneur – the international for-profit social
entrepreneur (IFPSE). This type of social entrepreneur’s work spans across international
boundaries to create social change. The scope, or reach of an endeavor delineates existing
typologies.
Industry span. There is some confusion about what ventures fit within the social
entrepreneurship umbrella (Lehner & Kansikas, 2013). Some entities may not be coined social
entrepreneurship but have social impact goals. Anderson, Honig, and Peredo (2006) discuss the
fine lines between indigenous and social entrepreneurship; these entities both can include
commercial, social, and communal objectives. Likewise, strong ties exist between economic,
environmental, and social impact; these ventures attempt to meet what is called the "triple
bottom line" (Marshall, 2011). Examples of environmental change ventures include sanitation
entrepreneurs (Ramani, SadreGhazi, & Duysters, 2012), and sustainability entrepreneurship
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focused on housing (O’Neill et al., 2009; Seyfang, 2010), and solar panel adoption (Meek et al.,
2010). Multiple areas of entrepreneurship intertwine with social change.
This section outlines various features of the social entrepreneur found within the
literature. There is a strong tendency in the research for authors to focus on the individual
(Dacin et al., 2011), specifically the positive characteristics of those individuals (Martin &
Osberg, 2007). Large funding organizations for social entrepreneurs, such as Ashoka, Skoll
Foundation, and Echoing Green, greatly influence public perception due to media outreach
(Defourney & Nyssens, 2010). Some researchers have attempted to create typologies of social
entrepreneurs, emphasizing the amount of growth or reach as distinguishing features (El Ebrashi,
2013; Zahra et al., 2009). Social entrepreneurship spans into additional categories of
entrepreneurship, such as indigenous and environmental entrepreneurship. Surprisingly, few
researchers explore gender and social entrepreneurship, which I will examine further in the next
section.
Women Change Agents
I was surprised to discover a scarcity of studies when searching for literature on gender
and social entrepreneurship, particularly women social entrepreneurs in the US. Due to the lack
of material, this section will expand to include literature on women in entrepreneurship and nonprofit leadership roles, and women owned ventures outside of the U.S. After broadening the
research base, I identified the following sub-themes: disparity of research, gender bias,
challenges, empowerment, and leadership styles.
Disparity of research. Several authors noted the lack of research on women in
entrepreneurship (Ahl, 2006; de Bruin, Brush, & Welter, 2006; Hughes et al., 2012; Ogbor,
2000). de Bruin et al. (2006) classified research on women entrepreneurs as being in the early
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childhood phase; six years later Hughes et al. (2012) purported the literature was now “at the
brink of adolescence” (p. 429). For women in social entrepreneurship, I would argue that the
volume of research is still in the early childhood phase, due to the dearth of studies available
(Matthews, 2014). Examples of social entrepreneurship specific research includes Matthews’s
(2014) dissertation research on women social entrepreneurs and identity in the U.S.; Datta and
Gailey’s (2012) study on a women-owned social venture in India; and Najafizadeh and
Mennerick’s (2003) historical overview of women social entrepreneurs in Azerbaijan. Gender is
also present when centering on recipients rather than leaders of social ventures (Sserwanga,
Kiconco, Nystrand, & Mindra, 2014). Ogbor (2000) argues the invisibility within the literature
is “quintessentially the result of the fact that entrepreneurial research have been undertaken with
assumptions derived from male-oriented dominant cultural ideologies that have pervaded
theoretical constructions” (p. 621). Historically, there is a deficit of research on women who are
social and commercial entrepreneurs.
Gender bias. Moreover, several authors claim the entrepreneurship field is significantly
gender biased, with an emphasis on male norms (Ahl, 2006; Ahl & Nelson, 2015; Galloway,
Kapasi, & Sang, 2015; Ogbor, 2000). The popular media image of entrepreneurs is most often
male (de Bruin et al., 2006). Ahl’s (2006) discursive analysis of the literature found authors of
several studies emphasizing the “male, self-made man” (p. 599). The ‘heroic traits’ listed above
– aggressive, risk-taking, courageous – are parallel to Western definitions of masculinity (Ogbor,
2000). Similar to commercial entrepreneurship, Dey (2006) argues, “the accentuation of male
characteristics is a prerequisite for successful social entrepreneurship” (p. 135). There is gender
bias within the entrepreneurial professional and the academic realm (Ahl, 2006; Hughes et al.,
2012; Ogbor, 2000).
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Gender bias within the academic field shapes the research questions, participants, and
findings put forward in various studies (Ahl, 2006; Hughes et al., 2012; Ogbor,
2000). Traditionally, entrepreneurship academics are predominantly male, and subsequently
men have created the majority of research questions, samples, and measures (de Bruin et al.,
2006; Hurley, 1999). Moreover, those authors who employ a gendered or critical feminist lens
publish outside of mainstream journals in books or critical theory journals; the “review system
thus concerns…the continued reproduction of women’s subordination by entrepreneurship
research” (Ahl, 2006). The gender bias found in women’s entrepreneurship studies greatly
influences the existing body of literature to review.
Challenges. While some authors focus on the lack of research and conceptual biases
(Ahl, 2006; Ogbor, 2000), others further illuminate challenges in the field for women
entrepreneurs (Ahl & Nelson, 2015; Robinson, Robinson, & Blockson, 2007; Shinnar, Giacomin,
& Janssen, 2012). Research includes a diversity of challenges that face women who launch
social ventures (Hughes et al., 2012). The obstacles experienced by women include lack of
funding, dual role responsibilities, gendered norms and expectations, and issues of
intersectionality.
Women entrepreneurs often experience difficulty trying to obtain start-up funds to begin
and sustain their ventures across industries (de Bruin et al., 2006; Folta, Seguin, Ackerman, &
Nelson, 2012; McQuaid, Smith-Doerr, & Monti, 2010). In one report, de Bruin et al. (2006)
found women “received less than 6% of all equity investments over a 30-year period” (p. 587).
In addition, banks and lenders do not readily fund young women entrepreneurs, often requiring
older family members to co-sign (McGowan, Cooper, Durkin, & O’Kane, 2015). Robinson et al.
(2007), in their study of African American women entrepreneurs, found that obtaining funding
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often felt like fighting over the “set-asides” or special funds (p. 146). Securing financial support
to create and sustain a new venture is a challenge.
Alongside funding challenges, authors within the literature also highlight the difficulty of
maintaining dual household and professional roles (Ahl, 2006; de Bruin et al., 2006; Datta &
Gailey, 2012). Some referenced entrepreneurship as a solution for more restrictive organization
practices; women chose entrepreneurship because it allowed for more flexibility within the dual
role dichotomy (Calas et al., 2009; Datta & Gailey, 2012; Robinson et al., 2007). Yet others
noted the invisibility of these dual roles within the literature (Ahl, 2006; Weber, 2007).
Problematizing both of these perspectives, Ahl (2006) argues “whether a problem, a source of
inspiration, or an opportunity for society, the family is seen as being separate from work,
perceived as the women’s responsibility, and it is taken for granted that the man is the primary
breadwinner” (p. 605). Maintaining dual roles remains an obstacle for women entrepreneurs as
they navigate gendered norms.
Researchers also argue that women experience challenges as they navigate gendered
norms and expectations (Ahl, 2006; Ogbor, 2002). From a feminist theory perspective, the bulk
of the literature highlights either an essentialist or constructivist view of gendered norms and
obstacles within entrepreneurship (Calas et al., 2009; Galloway et al., 2015). From an
essentialist perspective, women embody essentially different traits from their male counterparts
(Ahl, 2006; Calas et al., 2009). Folta et al.’s (2012) research on women non-profit leaders
displays this perspective by noting the traits of women leaders: compassion, humility, patience,
and collaborative leadership. Other authors note a care-taking model implicit in the work of
women entrepreneurs (Datta & Gailey, 2012; Matthews, 2014; Robinson et al., 2007). On a
different tact, Ahl (2006) argues that many scholars attempt to measure differences between men
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and women entrepreneurs, but tend to ignore similarities. Essentialist perspectives within
entrepreneurship literature highlight innate characteristics of women, whereas constructionist
researchers look at systemic influencers.
A constructivist view on gender advocates that gendered norms are constructed within
society rather than inherent (Ahl, 2006; Calas et al., 2009; Galloway et al., 2015; Ogbor, 2000).
Authors argue for “an emphasis on processes and practices of gendering as reproducing social
conditions of domination and subordination….entrepreneuring, as social practices and processes,
is also doing gender” (Calas et al., 2009, p. 559). In Italy, Bruni, Gherardi, and Poggio (2004)
conducted ethnographic research in two organization to understand how women entrepreneurs
were ‘doing gender’, and found the entrepreneurs not only utilized constructed norms, but bent
the norms as the situation required. Authors call for additional research with a constructivist lens
on gender and entrepreneurship (Ahl, 2006; Calas et al., 2009; Galloway et al., 2015).
Another challenge for women entrepreneurs is the complexity found within the
intersectionality of race, gender, and class (Matthews, 2014; McQuaid, 2010; Robinson et al.,
2007). Robinson et al. (2007) discuss the “double minority challenge” present for African
American women entrepreneurs, and argue “black women and white women entrepreneurs often
have different lived experiences that lead to completely different approaches and motivations
when starting up a new venture” (p. 138). Matthews (2014) found a great deal of complexity for
how social entrepreneurs navigate multiple group identities. There is a need for more research
on intersectionality for women in entrepreneurship (Matthews, 2014; McQuaid et al., 2010).
Empowerment. Entrepreneurship can be a vehicle for empowering women in social
change efforts (Calas et al., 2009). Women entrepreneurs are potentially empowered by
additional financial and social capital gains (Datta & Gailey, 2012; Matthews, 2014). Social
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gains occur by establishing relationships and networks (Datta & Gailey, 2012). Initially,
empowerment takes root in an individual’s understanding of self and critical consciousness
regarding place in society (Matthews, 2014). There is an additional segment of the literature,
particularly within social entrepreneurship literature, where authors emphasize empowerment for
the recipients of social ventures (Najafizadeh & Mennerick, 2003; Sserwanga et al., 2014; Zahra
et al., 2009). The social entrepreneurs, and the beneficiaries of social ventures, are both potential
units of analysis when researching empowerment.
Leadership styles. On the coattails of discussions regarding gendered norms, often
comes a conversation about the unique leadership approaches women bring to social change
(Ahl, 2006; Galloway et al., 2015). Women have embodied a collective approach to leadership
in their work, sharing profits and losses (Datta & Gailey, 2012; Weber, 2007). Folta et al. (2012)
found women leading health care organizations employ transformative leadership. Galloway et
al. (2015) make the distinction that researchers should emphasize how women entrepreneurs
lead, versus associating women’s entrepreneurial style with pre-defined traits. Amidst these
different approaches, the linkage between entrepreneurship, gender, and leadership is present in
the literature (Folta et al., 2012; Galloway et al., 2015).
This section included a summary of research on gender and social change as it pertains to
social entrepreneurship, drawing from entrepreneurship and non-profit bodies of research. The
predominant theme is a historical disparity of representation (Ahl, 2006; Hughes et al., 2012).
Yet within the existing body of research, several authors note the presence of gender bias, in the
profession (de Bruin et al., 2006) as well as academic presence (Ahl & Nelson, 2015; Ogbor,
2000). Researchers emphasize the challenges inherent to women entrepreneurs, in funding, dual
roles, gendered norms, and intersectionality (Ahl, 2006; Matthews, 2014; McGowan et al.,
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2015). Yet, researchers also found evidence of empowerment (Datta & Gailey, 2012), and
perhaps differentiated leadership styles (Folta et al., 2012). Throughout these themes is the
thread of the idea, “changes in a gendered society [are] achievable by entrepreneurial activity,”
(Calas et al., 2009, p. 560). The potential for creating social change warrants further attention.
Approaches to Social Change
A final theme throughout the literature is an emphasis on how people approach social
change (Steyaert & Hjorth, 2006). Tied to the tensions of the first section, social change can be
conceptually polarized (Dey & Steyaert, 2010). This section looks primarily at the 'how'; how do
social entrepreneurs approach or initiate social change. When I could not find literature
pertaining directly to social entrepreneurs, I broadened the scope to include research in the
commercial entrepreneurship or non-profit fields. In this section, I outline three primary themes:
motivations and intentions, the start-up, and the relevance of context.
Motivations and intentions. The intentions and motivations of a change agent are
multifaceted and complex (Katre & Salipante, 2012). Even the terms themselves seem to
overlap in their usage, yet can have quite different meanings. For the purposes of this literature
review, I will define motivations as those factors prompting someone to enter into creating social
change, whereas intentions center on the intended goals of engaging in change. The sub-themes
covered in this section include individual motivations, individual intentions, and macro level
influences on motivations and intentions.
Individual motivations cited in the literature vacillate between altruism and self-interest
(Mair & Marti, 2006). Authors argue selflessness resides at the root of social entrepreneurship
endeavor (Nicholls, 2013; Martin & Osberg, 2007). Others have found motivations are rooted in
a sense of responsibility to community (Weber, 2007; Robinson et al., 2007). Mair and Marti
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(2006) caution researchers against a assigning purely altruistic motivations, and call for a more
critical inclusion of economic objectives. In a parallel viewpoint, Peredo and McLean (2006)
observe, "some will have selfish motives behind their mission" (p. 59). By engaging in a
market-driven approach to social change, social entrepreneurs strive to achieve the "double
bottom line" (Dacin et al., 2011; Marshall, 2011; Tracey & Phillips, 2007). Individual
motivations exist on a pendulum between altruism and self-interest (Mair & Marti, 2006).
As for individual intentions, at the root level, all social entrepreneurs intend to change
something about the existing status quo (Katre & Salipante, 2012). Yet the approach can vary
greatly depending upon whether the social entrepreneur conceptualizes this change as “with” vs.
“for” the constituents (Calas et al., 2009). One of the primary critiques of social
entrepreneurship centers on the underlying potential for paternal or colonial tendencies (Dey,
2006; Dey & Steyaert, 2010). Social entrepreneurs may attempt to change society towards a preconceived notion of what is right or good or better (Calas et al., 2009), without recognizing the
inherent bias in that process. For example, Martin and Osberg (2007) praise a form of social
entrepreneurship – micro-enterprise – because it helps women “lift themselves up from poverty”
(p. 10). Yet other scholars critique micro-enterprise for its alignment with neo-liberal self-help
rhetoric (Curtis, 2008). Individual level intentions shape how social change ensues.
Threaded throughout the individual level motivators and intentions is commentary on the
underlying macro-level economic factors (Griffiths et al., 2013). Several authors have noted the
impact of neo-liberal reforms on privatizing government social services (Feldman, 2003;
Defourney & Nyssens, 2014; Dey & Steyaert, 2010). The need for support, for social change
endeavors has gained traction because of these macro-level issues (Defourney & Nyssens, 2010;
Nicholls, 2011). Western individualistic rhetoric encourages the incorporation of ‘self-help’
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mantras; social entrepreneurs are lifting themselves up towards fiscal success (Martin & Osberg,
2007). A social entrepreneur’s motivations and intentions exist within a macro level
environment (Dey, 2006).
The start-up. Once an individual decides to start a social venture, several factors can
help or hinder the process. Familial and friend support is critical to obtain funding (McGowan et
al., 2015; Robinson et al., 2007). Strong networks also facilitate the launch of a new venture
(Dacin et al., 2011; Granovetter, 2005; Shaw & Carter, 2007). Renko (2012) compared imitative
and innovative ventures, and found lower success rates for innovative ventures. Moreover,
social ventures were less successful than their commercial counterparts (Renko, 2012). While
support is beneficial, social entrepreneurs encounter several start-up challenges.
Relevance of context. Context is a central component to starting a social venture (Dacin
et al., 2011; Mair & Marti, 2006; Meek et al., 2010). Several of the empirical studies named
contextual savvy as a key factor in starting a business (Datta & Gailey, 2012; Folta et al., 2007;
McKeever et al., 2015; Meek et al., 2010). In their research on start-up social ventures, Katre
and Salipante (2012) found successful social entrepreneurs worked closely with the community
to ascertain community needs prior to starting their ventures. An individual’s context is “both
enabling and a constraining condition at the same time” (Mair & Marti, 2006, p. 40). How a
social entrepreneur approaches the context of their venture environment influences the efficacy
of social change (Mair & Marti, 2006).
In this section, I analyzed literature on how social entrepreneurs approach change. There
are differentiating features of individual and macro motivations and intentions. Next, I explored
the process of starting a venture, noting supporting and challenging elements. Lastly, I

28
illustrated how the relevance of context appears in the literature. The next section will coalesce
all four sections and identify potential gaps deserving further exploration.
Gaps in the Literature
The field requires additional research on gender in social entrepreneurship,
embeddedness, and the process of starting a new venture. With a lack of empirical studies on
women social entrepreneurs (Matthews, 2014), and several calls for additional research on
women entrepreneurs in general (Ahl, 2006; Galloway et al., 2015; Hughes et al., 2012),
additional research on women social entrepreneurs would enhance the existing body of literature.
Scholars advocate for additional studies in different contexts (Mair & Marti, 2006; McKeever et
al., 2015; Meek et al., 2010). Mair and Marti (2006) argue for research on social venture
embeddedness at each of the entrepreneurship stages: intention forming, start-up, growth, and
consolidation phases. Authors also encourage additional research on nascent social
entrepreneurs (Griffiths et al., 2013; Katre & Salipante, 2012). Researching women social
entrepreneurs and how they navigate their embeddedness when starting a social venture would
address an existing gap in the literature.
Competing theoretical paradigms shape how women social entrepreneurs and
embeddedness currently reside in the literature. As discussed in this section, the worldviews,
philosophies, and definitions pull from different angles (Lehner & Kansikas, 2013; Steyaert,
2007). The existing literature on social entrepreneurs includes significant tensions; competing
theoretical paradigms require further examination.
Theoretical Approaches in the Literature
A review of the literature yielded a variety of specific, often opposing, theoretical
approaches. As I analyzed the literature, three distinctive theoretical approaches percolated to
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the surface: Schumpeter’s (1934/2011c) economic theory, Granovetter’s (1985) concept of
embeddedness, and critical theory. In this section, I will outline the core elements of each
approach, illustrate how each lens shapes the existing literature, discuss the limitations of
existing theoretical frames, and then close with an innovative theoretical lens for analyzing how
women social entrepreneurs navigate their embeddedness when starting a social venture.
Schumpeter’s Economic Theory
As one of the foundational scholars to research the field of entrepreneurship,
Schumpeter's (1934c/2011) work is particularly relevant and present in social entrepreneurship
literature (Becker, Knutson, & Swedberg, 2011; Bornstein, 2007; Dacin et al., 2011; Martin &
Osberg, 2007). The use of Schumpeter's (1934c/2011) economic theory has increased
significantly in the last thirty years of research, populating managerial, entrepreneurship, and
social entrepreneurship literature (Becker et al., 2011; Steyaert & Hjorth, 2006). The timing of
this revival aligns with parallel policy trends of deregulation (Bauer, 1997) and cultural rhetoric
of individual innovation (Fagerberg, 2003). Within Schumpeter’s (1934/2011c) economic
theory, four conceptual areas are salient to social entrepreneurship: economic development, new
combinations, resistance, and the characteristics of an entrepreneur.
Economic development. Schumpeter (1911/2011a) identified and defined two distinct
types of economic change: adaptation and development. Earlier theorists emphasized
adaptation, change by external factors such as population growth, available technologies and
capital, and human needs (Schumpeter, 1911/2011a). Yet Schumpeter (1934/2011c) promoted
the importance of development, change that occurs from within the economy, “which forever
alters and displaces the equilibrium state previously existing” (p. 48). The distinction between
development and adaptations makes Schumpeter’s (1934/2011c) economic theory unique.
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Schumpeter’s (1934/2011c) concept of development also resides within current literature
on social ventures. Social entrepreneurs are agents of development; creating change within the
economy as opposed to adapting to external factors (Bornstein, 2007; Mair & Marti, 2006). One
of Ashoka’s selection criterion for obtaining funding is the applicant’s demonstration of systemic
change, change that alters the equilibrium of existing systems (Bornstein, 2007; El Ebrashi,
2013). Current scholars utilize the concept of development (Swedberg, 2006).
New combinations. Economic development begins when someone creates new
combinations (Schumpeter, 1928/2011b). Rather than adapting to an external change,
development involves “new possibilities…carrying out of a different use of national productive
forces from the previous one” (Schumpeter, 1928/2011b, p. 245). Schumpeter (1911/2011a)
identified five areas of developmental change: new products, new production methods, new
forms of industrial organization, new markets, and new sources of supply. Several current
authors underscore the importance of Schumpeter’s (1911/2011a) concept of new combinations
(Shane & Venkataraman, 2000; Zahra et al., 2009).
Both public media and researchers celebrate social entrepreneurs as innovators
(Bornstein, 2007; El Ebrashi, 2007; Martin & Osberg, 2007). Opportunity recognition, or
identification of new combinations, represents a key skillset in entrepreneurship and social
entrepreneurship literature (Peredo & McLean, 2006; Shane & Venkataraman, 2000; Zahra et al.,
2009). The key distinguishing feature of social entrepreneurs is the application of new
combinations in the social sphere (Shaw & Carter, 2007). New combinations, particularly as
applied to innovation studies, are core to current entrepreneurship literature.
Resistance. The existence of cultural and social norms makes the creation of new
combinations a rare event (Schumpeter, 1928/2011b). Schumpeter (1928/2011b) writes
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extensively on resistance, the difficulties of implementing economic development, due to
massive legal, political, and social impediments. Entrepreneurs can be ostracized; “the worker
opposes new methods, the consumer new products, and public opinion, public administration, the
law, and creditors oppose new forms of establishments” (Schumpeter, 1928/2011b, p. 245).
Resistance creates barriers for economic development.
Within the literature, there is little discussion on resistance. Several authors emphasize
the difficulty of being a social entrepreneur, but do not talk about resistance (Bornstein, 2007,
2013; Martin & Osberg, 2007; Tracey & Philips, 2007). Overall, researchers represent social
change as being quite harmonious once the social entrepreneur recognizes the opportunity (Dey
& Steyaert, 2010). The concept of resistance is less visible in current studies.
Characteristics of entrepreneurs. At the center of creating economic development, is
the entrepreneur (Schumpeter, 1928/2011b). Schumpeter (1911/2011a) focused heavily on
characteristics, defining two categories of people, active and passive, outlined in Table 2 by
Swedberg (2006):

Table 2
Schumpeter’s Entrepreneur and Non-Entrepreneur Characteristics
The Man of Action
The Non-Entrepreneurial person
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×
×
×
×
×
×
×
×
×
×
×

Dynamic
Breaks out of equilibrium
Does what is new
Active, energetic
Leader
Puts together new combinations
Feels no inner resistance to change
Battles resistance to his actions
Makes an intuitive choice – among a
multitude of new alternatives
Motivated by power and joy in creation
Commands no resources but borrows
from a bank

×
×
×
×
×
×
×
×
×
×
×

Static
Seeks equilibrium
Repeats what has already been done
Passive, low energy
Follower
Accepts existing ways of doing things
Feels strong inner resistance to change
Feels hostility to new actions of others
Makes a rational choice among existing
multitude of new alternatives
Motivated exclusively by needs and stops
when those needs are satisfied
Commands no resources and has no use
for new resources

Schumpeter (1911/2011a) also ascribed a rarity to individual entrepreneurs and claimed a small
proportion of the population embodied active characteristics. The entrepreneur “is something
peculiar and by nature rare” (Schumpeter, 1934/2011c). Indeed, Schumpeter’s theory overall
reveres the unique individual who creates developmental economic change (Swedberg, 2006).
Schumpeter’s (1928/2011b) focus on the positive characteristics of social entrepreneurs
has trickled into present day accounts of the social entrepreneur (Martin & Osberg, 2007;
Bornstein, 2007). As discovered in the review of the literature, media and researchers alike
promote social entrepreneurs as heroes, unique and passionate individuals who create social
good (Dacin et al., 2011; Nicholls, 2013; Peredo & McLean, 2006). Schumpeter’s (1928/2011b)
focus on unique individuals weaves throughout social entrepreneurship literature (Dey, 2006).
Schumpeter’s (1934/2011c) theoretical approach has a strong presence in social
entrepreneurship research today (Dey & Steyaert, 2010). The concepts of economic
development, new combinations, and the characteristics of the entrepreneur live on in the
research (Swedberg, 2006). Resistance does not appear heavily in the literature, perhaps clouded
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by the valor ascribed to the social entrepreneur (Peredo & McLean, 2006). Schumpeter’s
(1934/2011c) economic theory maintains significance in current literature.
Embeddedness
Although Schumpeter (1934/2011c) hails individuals driving the development of
economic and social change, Granovetter (1985, 2005) shifts the focus with by introducing
concept of embeddedness. Embeddedness refers to the interwoven nature of economic and
social spheres; economic ventures are enmeshed in the cultural, social, and economic milieu
where they exist (Granovetter, 1985). Two core arguments – the polarization of the existing
theoretical landscape and the atomization of the individual – shape Granovetter’s (1985) concept
of embeddedness.
Theoretical landscape. Granovetter’s (1985, 2005) gravitation towards embeddedness
responded to what he considered a distinctly polarized theoretical landscape, theorists utilizing
socialization in extremes. Economic theorists separated the economic and social sphere, and
subsequent theory was ‘undersocialized’ (Granovetter, 1985). Yet by comparison, sociological
theoretical traditions were oversocialized; Granovetter (1985) argued the “conception of people
as overwhelmingly sensitive to the opinions of others and hence obedient to the dictates of
consensually developed systems of norms and values” (p. 483). The concept of embeddedness
addresses a polarized theoretical landscape.
Indeed, many commercial entrepreneurship authors have tried to embrace this middle
ground between economic and sociological theory by utilizing embeddedness as a theoretical
frame (James, 2007; McKeever et al., 2015; McQuaid et al., 2010; Meek et al., 2010; Weber,
2007). As McKeever et al. (2015) argue, embeddedness provides “a more local and contextually
sensitive view of entrepreneurship as a socio-economic process” (p. 51). Weber (2007) found
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that her participants experienced difficulty unlinking the social and economic aspects of their
business. As of yet, social entrepreneurship literature does not include the use of an
embeddedness lens.
Atomization of the individual. Within this polarized theoretical field of over- and
under-socialized works, Granovetter (1985/2005) noted researchers from economics and
sociology focus on the atomized individual. Economic theories veer towards self-interest,
whereas social theorists emphasize patterns in place of individual interactions (Granovetter,
1985/2005). Both perspectives downplay social interactions, and view the individual as a
distinct unit of analysis (Granovetter, 1985).
Current commercial entrepreneurship theorists utilizing an embeddedness lens (James,
2007; McKeever et al., 2015; Weber, 2007) have also embraced Granovetter’s (1985) emphasis
on interactions rather than the atomization of the individual. McKeever et al. (2015) argued that
contextual interactions and relationships were key to the success of his participants. Researchers
utilizing an embeddedness frame widen the focus of the study towards the community’s
influence on social change.
The concept of embeddedness attempts to tie together economic and social theoretical
lenses and lessen the emphasis on the atomization of the individual (Granovetter, 1985).
Commercial entrepreneurship researchers engaging this lens argue “entrepreneurs are embedded
in networks, places, and communities which socially frame resources and opportunities”
(McKeever et al., 2015, p. 50). Moreover, this concept broadens the scope of research away
from the individual as the primary unit of analysis (Granovetter, 1985; James, 2007).
Embeddedness weaves together economic and social perspectives (Granovetter, 1985, 2005).
Critical Theory
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Schumpeter’s (1934/2011c) economic theory, and Granovetter’s (1985) concept of
embeddedness both predominantly live within traditional management literature; yet a smattering
of social entrepreneurship researchers employ a critical theory lens (Lehner & Kansikas, 2013).
The objective of utilizing critical theory is “to identify and challenge assumptions, to recognize
the influence of culture, history and social position and to imagine and explore extraordinary
alternatives, disrupt routines and established orders” (Curtis, 2008, p. 278). Of those studies
utilizing critical theory approaches, authors rarely cite the foundational theory but instead take
more of an implied or “almost subliminal” approach (Lehner & Kansikas, 2013). As such, I will
outline three core critical theory concepts within in the literature: plurality of perspectives, power
and oppression, and social change.
Plurality of perspectives. A cornerstone within the critical theory lens is that people
hold varying perspectives based on their worldview, reflecting cultural, social, economic, and
political context (Calas et al., 2009; Ogbor, 2000). Although commercial entrepreneurship
literature – and by extension social entrepreneurship literature – lives in the functionalist
paradigm, interpretivist and critical theorists view “reality as subjective” (Jennings et al., 2005,
p. 146). The process of acknowledging a variety of perspectives lies in direct contrast to those
who purport a set of universal truths or principals (Ogbor, 2000). When infusing critical theory,
some researchers strive to elevate alternative perspectives (Berglund, 2006; Matthews, 2014).
Several authors grapple with how to create multiple perspectives within the field of social
entrepreneurship (Calas et al., 2009; Steyaert, 2007). Pushing against the master-narrative of
social entrepreneurship as a pre-defined identity, authors explore indigenous perspectives
(Anderson et al., 2006), informal market settings (Datta & Gailey, 2012), and intersectionality
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(Matthews, 2014). Though not the predominant perspective, some authors have explored plural
perspectives engaging in social entrepreneurship (Steyaert & Hjorth, 2006).
Power and oppression. A plurality of perspectives is rarely benign, and critical theorists
argue power and oppression saturates society at every level (Ogbor, 2000). Stemming from the
perspective that underlying economic realities shape our existing ideologies, cultural and
sociological norms, Marx and Engels (1848/1973) emphasize the exploitation generated by
capitalist systems. From a different angle, Foucault (1980) contends that power infiltrates
society, “power had to be able to gain access to the bodies of individuals, to their acts, attitude,
and modes of every day behavior” (p. 125). The following examples of discursive analysis
illustrate how power and oppression reside in the literature.
Researchers utilize discursive analysis to unpack how language and discourse perpetuate
systems of power and oppression (Lincoln, 1989; Foucault, 1980). Dey (2006) examined the
rhetoric surrounding social entrepreneurship and found it “premised on an unequal distribution of
knowledge,” creating knowers, and know-nots (p. 125). Within social entrepreneurship, truth or
knowledge resides in capitalist economic systems, rational-linear thought, and individual
ideology (Curtis, 2008; Dey, 2006; Dey & Steyaert, 2010). A critical lens on language and
social entrepreneurship surfaces clear patterns of power and oppression (Ogbor, 2000).
Social change. At the heart of critical theory is social change, to move away from
existing systems of oppression towards social justice (Anyon, 2009). Even with the earliest
critical theorists, Marx and Engel’s (1848/1973) Communist Manifesto acts as a call to action
away from existing systems. A subset of authors advocates for looking at entrepreneurship as
social change (Calas et al., 2009; Datta & Gailey, 2012; Steyaert & Hjorth, 2006).
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Ultimately, social entrepreneurship utilizes entrepreneurship as a vehicle for social
change (Calas et al., 2009; Steyaert & Hjorth, 2006). Steyaert and Hjorth (2006) define
entrepreneurship overall as “a complex social-creative process that influences, multiplies,
transforms, re-imagines and alters the outlook of the space of society in which it is at once
grounded and contextualized” (p. 2). Social entrepreneurship can also be a catalyst for women’s
empowerment (Datta & Gailey, 2012; Matthews, 2014). Researchers promote entrepreneurship
as a tool for positive social change (Calas et al., 2009; Steyaert & Hjorth, 2006).
Though less prevalent than Schumpeter’s (1934/2011c) economic theory or Granovetter’s
(1985) embeddedness, critical theory has a growing presence as a viable framework within the
social entrepreneurship field. Thus far, critical theory perspectives on social entrepreneurship
identify plural perspectives, uncover sources of oppression and power, and advocate for social
change. The critical theory lens creates new insights into the work of social entrepreneurs.
Limitations of Existing Theoretical Frameworks
Authors utilizing Schumpeter’s (1934/2011c) economic theory, Granovetter’s (1985)
embeddedness, and critical theory concepts have each shaped the literature to varying degrees.
Schumpeter’s (1934/2011c) lens highlights the active role of entrepreneurial economic
development, driven by charismatic individuals who create new combinations amidst resistance.
Granovetter’s (1985, 2005) embeddedness strives to combine the social and economic theoretical
lenses by emphasizing the importance of context. Lastly, critical theorists advocate for
understanding the plurality of lenses, power and oppression, and social change. These
theoretical approaches to social entrepreneurship contain specific limitations.
One primary limitation stems from Schumpeter’s (1928/2011b; 1934/2011c) economic
theory in the literature: an over-emphasis on economic rationality and the primacy of the
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individual (Peredo & McLean, 2006). This tradition has infused entrepreneurial research with a
predominantly functionalist and Western lens, which has limited the methods, questions, and
shaped the findings of entrepreneurial research (Ogbor, 2000; Robinson et al., 2007). Moreover,
this approach creates a meta-narrative, which masks the processes and complexities found within
starting a new venture (Dey, 2006; Dey & Steyaert, 2010; Peredo & McLean, 2006). Likewise,
the heavy focus on individual characteristics prohibits a more holistic perspective of
entrepreneurship as a social process (Dacin et al., 2011; Dey & Steyaert, 2010). I concur with
arguments that social entrepreneurship studies would benefit from interpretive, critical, and
contextualized approaches (Curtis, 2008; Dey & Steyaert, 2010; Steyaert & Hjorth, 2006).
In a similar vein, Schumpeter’s (1942/2011d) economic theory promotes a normative lens
of the capitalist economic system. Schumpeter (1942/2011d) avidly argues that although
unstable, capitalism is the preferred economic model. I agree with the authors who observe that
the implicit endorsement of market capitalism reinforces the idea that entrepreneurial efforts
equate to an assumed good (Calas et al., 2009; Peredo & McLean, 2006). This bias renders into
research when “social entrepreneurs are thought of as the source of new, more market-oriented,
and more efficient models” (Hill et al., 2010, p. 11). The normalizing of a capitalist economic
model prevents potential conversation about how social entrepreneurial endeavors could be
reinforcing systems of oppression (Curtis, 2008).
For those who do employ a critical theory lens within the field, there is a predominance
of conceptual studies (Lehner & Kansikas, 2013). Several authors argue the need for a critical
theory approach in the field (Curtis, 2008; Dey & Steyaert, 2010; Steyaert & Hjorth, 2006).
Social entrepreneurship studies have utilized critical theory more than commercial
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entrepreneurship studies (Hill et al., 2010; Lehner & Kansikas, 2013). Yet there remains a need
for additional empirical studies utilizing a critical theory lens (Lehner & Kansikas, 2013).
Lastly, both embeddedness and a gendered lens remain largely unexplored in research on
social entrepreneurship (Mair & Marti, 2006; Matthews, 2014). Mair and Marti (2006) advocate
the need for more research regarding how embeddedness influences each stage of social
entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurship in general is a male gendered profession (Ahl, 2006; Ogbor,
2000); yet how does this render within social entrepreneurship, particularly as social
entrepreneurs implement social change and navigate gendered norms? The literature base would
benefit by adding an embedded and gendered lens on social entrepreneurship.
Theoretical Approaches Informing this Study
In the spirit of pursuing new combinations, the limitations of existing theoretical
frameworks encourage a new approach. The strong emphasis on economic rationality and
individualism, the lack of attention to larger economic systems, and the absence of
embeddedness and gender perspectives, suggest a more contextualized and reflexive approach is
necessary (Calas et al., 2009). To accomplish this, I looked for theoretical frameworks with a
contextual yet systemic purview of social entrepreneurship, a lens that would explore the
processual experience and interactions of creating social change. The following section will
outline how using Granovetter’s (1985) embeddedness, West & Zimmerman’s (1987)
performativity, Sarasvathy’s (2001) effectuation, and Freire’s (1970/2000) concepts of dialogue,
extension, and conscientization provided an innovative approach to researching social
entrepreneurship.
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Embeddedness
Applying the embeddedness frame enhanced this study, for it provided a backdrop of the
social entrepreneurs’ social soil. Incorporating embeddedness revealed the social entrepreneurs’
underlying cultural, social, and economic framework (Granovetter, 1985, 2005; McKeever et al.,
2015). With embeddedness, my analysis broadened existing research by highlighting unique
contextualizing factors of the start-up phase, exploring dynamics specific to social
entrepreneurship, and broadening the scope of analysis away from the individual.
Embeddedness as a variable could qualitatively change the social entrepreneurial
experience at each stage of the venture: intention forming, start-up, growth, and consolidation
(Mair & Marti, 2006). Contextual factors do not exist as a static influence, but can change as the
venture matures. Very few studies examine nascent social entrepreneurs (Mair & Marti, 2006;
Renko, 2012). For this study, I was particularly interested in how embeddedness influenced the
social entrepreneur during the intention forming and start-up phases.
In addition to exploring stage specific factors, this study added to existing studies on
commercial entrepreneurship (James, 2007; McKeever et al., 2015; Weber, 2007). The field is
missing how embeddedness applies to social entrepreneurs, a potentially rich dynamic to
explore. What was the cultural, social, and economic environment and how did this shape the
conceptualization and enactment of social change? Studying the embeddedness of a social
entrepreneur can contextualize the inception of social change ideas and action.
Moreover, embeddedness widens the lens and expands the focus from the individual
entrepreneur to the larger community. Several researchers have critiqued the individualistic
focus of existing research (Curtis, 2008; Dey, 2006; Dey & Steyeart, 2010); the tendency to
emphasis individual efforts as the unit of analysis stems from a Western ideological perspective
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(Ahl, 2006). Applying embeddedness will broaden the scope of analysis by revealing the
landscape and relevant contextual factors.
Performativity
Like embeddedness, gender is an under-explored topic in social entrepreneurship
(Matthews, 2014). While starting to expand (Hughes et al., 2012), commercial entrepreneurship
literature in general underrepresents women entrepreneurs (Ahl, 2006; Hughes et al., 2012;
Galloway et al., 2015). It is unknown how gender influences social entrepreneurs and their
experience of creating social ventures. To address this gap, I used West & Zimmerman’s (1987)
feminist theory of performativity or doing gender to explore of how social entrepreneurs interact
with their environment. What follows is an overview of how performativity fits within the
feminist theory paradigm, definitions of the theory, tensions within this lens, and ultimately how
this lens creates a unique theoretical perspective on social entrepreneurship.
Feminist theory is about social change, and highlights how systemic inequities exist in
society (Calas et al., 2009). Feminist theoretical approaches include liberal, essentialist, and
social constructionist lenses (Ahl, 2006; Calas et al., 2009; Galloway et al., 2015). Liberal
feminist theory authors advocate for equality and eliminating cultural barriers to equality, yet
many scholars critique this strand of theory for not questioning existing norms (Calas et al.,
2009; hooks, 2000; Ogbor, 2000). Essentialist feminist theory researchers contend that women
characteristics are essentially different from the characteristics of men, but that existing
institutions actively oppress these characteristics (Folta et al., 2012). A social constructionist
approach to feminist theory defines all gender perceptions as socially constructed (Calas et al.,
2009). The essentialist and constructivist theoretical lenses appear in entrepreneurship literature
(Calas et al., 2009), yet many authors call for carrying a social constructionist lens forward (Ahl,
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2006; Calas et al., 2009; Galloway, 2015). Utilizing a social constructionist feminist theory, I
incorporated the concept of performativity, which is rooted in West and Zimmerman’s (1987)
work on doing gender.
Performativity connotes that gender is ultimately performative, and constructed by
society (Galloway et al., 2015). West and Zimmerman (1987) initially analyzed the areas of sex,
sex category, and gender to determine that sex categories are rigorously maintained by all
members of society. Sex is defined as biological determinants, often attributed to genitalia or
chromosomal indicators. Sex category refers to the often binary distinction of groups, upheld by
“displays that proclaim one’s membership in one or the other category” (West & Zimmerman,
1987). Gender encompasses norms based on attitudes and behaviors that reinforce one’s sex
category. Distinct from an essentialist feminist theory, West & Zimmerman (1987) maintain that
doing gender is “less than a consequence of our ‘essential sexual natures’ than interactional
portrayals of what we would like to convey about our sexual natures, using conventionalized
gestures” (p. 130). Applying performativity provides a lens on how society constructs gender
within social entrepreneurship.
West & Zimmerman (1987) argue that these enactments of gender unconsciously
permeate our experience. The authors maintain that “gender is not merely something that
happens in the nooks and crannies of interaction” but rather is infused within our thoughts,
beliefs, behaviors, and self-conceptions (West & Zimmerman, 1987, p. 130). Other researchers
have noted women entrepreneurs are subject to “hidden rules” (Calas et al., 2009, p. 556) infused
in our language (Ahl, 2006), our dress and work style (Bourne & Calas, 2013), in funding
(Maslow, 2005), and governmental policies (Ahl & Nelson, 2015). More research is needed on
identifying how these gendered norms live within social entrepreneurship.
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Researchers maintain hidden norms are performed within the binary constructs of
femininities and masculinities (Paetcher, 2006; West & Zimmerman, 1987). Masculinities
encompass what men do, and femininities embody expectations for women (Paetcher, 2006).
Yet how these “perceptual, interactional, and micropolitical activities” manifest shifts between
societies and settings (West & Zimmerman, 1987, 126). Binary gender norms are continually
reinforced as masculinities and femininities (West & Zimmerman, 1987).
Yet these binary categories do not exist as neutral norms; researchers instead emphasize
that performativity and doing gender distributes power in society (Ahl, 2006; Ogbor, 2000,
Paetcher, 2006). The process of “doing gender furnishes the interactional scaffolding of social
structure, along with a built-in mechanism of social control” (West & Zimmerman, 1987, p.
147). Paetcher (2006) argues that behaviors, values, and interactions enacted via masculinities
hold power and rewards in society, whereas enacting femininities creates distance from power.
Masculinities become the idealized version of behaviors and attitudes that other interactions are
measured against (Paetcher, 2006). This echoes research that masculinities are systemically
rewarded in entrepreneurship (Ahl, 2006; Ahl & Nelson, 2015; Calas et al., 2009; Ogbor, 2000).
Masculinities and femininities facilitate power, and how that exists in social entrepreneurship
needs further research.
Yet researchers hold dissonant views on how performativity should be applied,
disagreeing on whether researchers should apply the theoretical lens of doing gender (West &
Zimmerman, 1987) or undoing gender (Butler, 2004; Deutch, 2007). Deutch (2007) argues that
by researching how people do gender creates a passive approach to gender studies, and becomes
a “theory of conformity and gender conventionality” (p. 108). Further, Deutch (2007) purports
that doing gender research masks why women might resist enculturated norms. The proponents
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of undoing gender call for a more activist approach to studying gender norms to further gender
equity (Butler, 2004; Deutch, 2007). In rebuttal, West & Zimmerman (2009) conveyed concerns
that the lens of undoing gender underestimates and ignores the costs that ensue when norms are
out of alignment. Being mindful of this tension, I analyzed the data with both perspectives of
performativity – doing and undoing gender.
Performativity added a valuable lens on social entrepreneurship, particularly as women
entrepreneurs actively work to create social change. Applying this lens revealed how gender is
constructed in the field of social entrepreneurship, what hidden norms exist, how power is
distributed, and how the tension of doing and undoing gender exist in the field. Utilizing
performativity addressed a gap on how women shift conceptions of gender when launching a
social venture. With this lens, I examined systemic societal gender norms, and surfaced how
women social entrepreneurs navigate and interact with their social soil.
Effectuation
As the study progressed, a need emerged to address mainstream entrepreneurship
literature’s theoretical reliance on causation and bounded rationality. Sarasvathy (2001, 2009)
provides a theoretical lens called effectuation that shifts attention away from causation. In this
section, I will define effectuation, how it differs from causation, and outline relevant principles
to this study.
Sarasvathy (2001, 2009) argued that the majority of mainstream and neoclassical
entrepreneurship literature emphasizes positive economics rooted in causation, or the assumption
that ‘x’ actions will lead to ‘y’ outcomes. Current management literature research efforts focus
on finding the special ingredients that create specific pre-determined success measures
(Sarasvathy, 2001, 2009; Steyaert, 2007). Sarasvathy (2001, 2009) instead argued for
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effectuation, where entrepreneurs create flexibility of choices and end goals as they move
through their venture creation. In Table 3, I outline Sarasvathy’s (2009, p. 191) comparison of
positive economics with effectual economics.
Table 3
Comparison of positive and effectual economics
Positive economics
Study of…
What is

Effectual economics
What can be

Type of science

Social science

Science of the artificial

Epistemological focus

Objective

Intersubjective

Assumptions about
consequences

Predictable

Unpredictable

Assumptions about
human behavior

As - if

Even – if

Ultimate goal

Hypotheses that yield testable
predictions

Design principles for making
human artifacts

Why we need the goal

To prescribe policy

To design new worlds

Normative stance

Claims to tell us what we ought
to do

Denies our reasons for not
acting upon possibilities.
Cannot claim to prescribe
particular actions.

While some studies employed effectuation in discussion, Perry, Chandler, and Markova (2012)
found that very few empirical studies used this theoretical approach for analysis. Sarasvathy
(2001, 2009) introduced five core principles of effectuation relevant to the process of
entrepreneuring, including means, affordable loss, partnership, leveraging contingencies, and
design.
Referred to as the means principle, Sarasvathy (2009) emphasized how entrepreneurs
work with what they currently have to launch a business, emphasizing the means alongside ends.
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Entrepreneurs draw on existing a combination of three categories “(1) who they…were; (2) what
they knew; and (3) whom they knew” to cobble together the creation of a new venture
(Sarasvathy, 2009, p. 33). What differentiates this principle of effectuation from causation is the
idea that entrepreneurs do not solely start with a venture goal, but instead blend goals with what
already exists (Sarasvathy, 2009). Entrepreneurs utilize means with ends to start a venture.
Similarly, applying effectuation shifts away from how entrepreneurs focus on potential
gains, and instead analyzes how entrepreneurs assess affordable losses. In a causation model,
entrepreneurs map out expected returns, often via a business plan or financial projections. With
planning, entrepreneurs try to project or predict financial outcomes. Sarasvathy (2001, 2009)
posited that effectuation instead operates with an affordable loss approach, emphasizing
affordable loss – what can the entrepreneur afford to lose in resources as the venture gets off the
ground. Entrepreneurs direct energy towards creatively thinking through how expenses can meet
needs. Effectuation moves away from a linear progression of financing.
In addition to shifting the focus away from linear thoughts on financing, effectuation
contains the partnership principal, examining how entrepreneurs move from competition to
cooperation with strategic alliances. Partnerships include building a market “together with
customers, suppliers, and even prospective competitors” (Sarasvathy, 2009, p. 255). Business
schools train students to conduct competitive analyses to identify the competition before entering
the market (Perry et al., 2012). In the world of causation, a market exists and entrepreneurs need
to understand how to compete within this existing market and acquire their share (Zahra et al.,
2009). Yet with effectuation, Sarasvathy (2001, 2009) found entrepreneurs create new markets
utilizing strategic alliances, preferring to “focus on building partnerships instead of analysing
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(sic) the competitive landscape” (p. 35). Entrepreneurs engage in effectuation by working with
others to launch, expand, and create new markets.
In another shift away from pre-determined markets, Sarasvathy (2001, 2009) outlines the
leveraging contingencies principal, how entrepreneurs take advantage of and move with
unexpected contingencies. Causation, an approach rooted in positivist thinking, relies on a
knowable market and variables (Sarasvathy, 2001). The path forward consists of facts, data, and
planning (Perry et al., 2012). In effectuation, the future contains possibilities and shifts
continually, prohibiting a knowable outcome (Sarasvathy, 2001). The entrepreneur must draw
on contingencies, continually shifting with circumstances, and utilizing opportunities and
information as they arise (Sarasvathy, 2001). When adopting an effectuation approach,
entrepreneurs assess information as it forms versus trying to know it beforehand.
Similarly, Sarasvathy (2001, 2009) advocates for flexibility when considering venture
outcomes with the design principle. When entrepreneurs start a new business, common best
practices encourage them to map out defined static outcomes (Sarasvathy, 2001). In
effectuation, entrepreneurs acknowledge unknown ends or outcomes, yet try design and
influence factors within their control (Sarasvathy, 2001). Entrepreneurs keep an open mind
about possible outcomes (Perry et al., 2012). Effectuation creates flexibility to navigate
unknowns, whereas causation tries to predict the future as a known.
These five principles – means, affordable losses, partnership, leveraging contingencies,
and design – provide the backdrop of Sarasvathy’s (2001, 2009) effectuation. The goal of
applying this lens is to move away from the predominant literature focus on causation or positive
economics (Steyaert, 2007) towards a lens that addresses the unknown and often chaotic
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environment of entrepreneurship (Sarasvathy, 2001, 2009). This study will seek to understand
how participants engage in effectuation as they launch their venture.
Dialogue, Extension, and Conscientization
The application of embeddedness, performativity, and effectuation ground the study in an
interpretive approach that emphasizes context and interactions; Freire’s (1970/2000) conceptual
lens augments the study by discerning how social entrepreneurs approach social change. One
great paradox of social entrepreneurship is the tension that exists between creating social change
and simultaneously navigating the free market system. Freire’s (1970/2000) concepts of
extension, dialogue, and conscientization provided a unique perspective on the systemic
elements of social change.
The tension between cultural invasion and dialogue is palpable for anyone engaging in
social change. Freire (1974/2013) warned of social change as extension, where “those carrying it
out need to go to ‘another part of the world’ to ‘normalize it,’ according to their way of viewing
reality” (p. 85). Researchers have expressed a wariness that social entrepreneurship could be a
vehicle for this type of extension, due to the active promotion of economic rationality and an
individualistic approach to change (Dey & Steyaert, 2010). Freire’s (1974/2013) concept of
dialogue, however, is an alternative lens on approaching social change. Dialogue facilitates
creating change with versus for: “authentic help means that all who are involved help each other
mutually, growing together in a common effort to understand the reality which they seek to
transform” (Freire, 1978, p. 8). With dialogue, change agents can question the primacy of their
own lens, and examine how change can occur collectively (Freire, 1970).
Freire’s (1970/2000) concept of conscientization also provided a useful lens to analyze
social entrepreneurs. For the purpose of this study, I defined conscientization as an individual’s
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critical self-awareness of their social, political, and economic reality by engaging in the process
of action against oppression (Freire, 1970/2000). A vein of concern echoes throughout the
literature that social entrepreneurship could be another tool of oppression (Curtis, 2008; Dey,
2006). Freire (1970/2000) argued the importance of understanding oppressed oppressors, or
people who lived “within a culture of domination which has constituted them as dual beings” (p.
158). Conscientization prompts researchers to questions how social entrepreneurs engage in
critical self-awareness in their actions against oppression.
Utilizing Freire’s (1970/2000) concepts of extension, dialogue, and conscientization
established a unique way to explore how social entrepreneurs engage in social change. Freire
(1970/2000) emphasized systemic factors influencing social change agents. Applying this lens
to social entrepreneurs complements embeddedness and performativity by providing a systemic
lens on how social entrepreneurs approach social change.
Chapter Summary
The previously applied theoretical frameworks span across disparate disciplines, yet
several limitations exist, revealing the need for an innovative look at researching women social
entrepreneurs. Schumpeter’s economic theory embodies assumptions of economic rationality,
individualism, and the primacy of capitalism, which mask underlying contextual factors of social
change (Dey & Steyaert, 2010). Critical theorists have indeed addressed and questioned the
systemic issues present within social entrepreneurship, but primarily through conceptual papers
rather than empirical studies (Lehner & Kansikas, 2013). As such, the existing theoretical
frameworks leave room for a new lens.
Social entrepreneurship as a field benefits from empirical studies that utilize an
interpretivist, contextualized, processual, and gendered lens (Steyaert & Hjorth, 2006). The
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theoretical concepts of embeddedness, performativity, effectuation, dialogue and extension, and
conscientization provide a unique glimpse into how social entrepreneurs conceptualize and enact
social change. An embeddedness lens offers a cultural, social, and economic backdrop that
widens the focus beyond the individual entrepreneur. Performativity adds perspective on how
the social entrepreneur interacts amidst gendered norms. Effectuation provides analysis on how
social entrepreneurs design their venture in a non-linear way. Lastly, dialogue, extension, and
conscientization bring a systemic lens and problematize how social entrepreneurs approach
change. Figure 2 illustrates how the theoretical lenses tie to the research problem.

Figure 2. Evolving illustration: Proposed theory. The figure includes proposed theory.

In this study I examined how women social entrepreneurs navigate their embeddedness when
launching a social venture. Assessing the field with an innovative theoretical lens contributed
new knowledge to research on gender and entrepreneuring for social change. In the next chapter,
I describe the methods used to conduct the study.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
I selected a qualitative approach to study women social entrepreneurs and the experience
of creating social change. While much of the existing body of literature centers on a positivist
approach (Steyaert & Hjorth, 2006), this study adds to a growing strand of interpretivist dialogue
on social entrepreneurship. In this chapter, I explain the study design, data collection, participant
overview, data analysis, pilot study, validity and generalizability, and ethics and confidentiality.
Design of the Study: A Qualitative Approach
My goal was to continue to move the research narrative away from the objectivist lens of
finding discoverable traits and move towards unpacking the processual and layered contexts of
social change. I utilized what Merriam and Tisdale (2016) define as a basic qualitative research
study as my approach. What follows is an introduction to the rationale for a basic qualitative
study, and a reflexive statement outlining my lens as the researcher.
Basic Qualitative Study
Understanding how people construct reality is at the core of qualitative research
(Merriam & Tisdale, 2016). Merriam and Tisdale (2016) define the basic qualitative approach as
having three primary components: “(1) how people interpret their experiences, (2) how they
construct their worlds, and (3) what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (p. 24).
Conversely, much of the existing literature regarding social enterprise emphasizes the traits of a
heroic individual (Dey, 2006). This study instead facilitated a contextualized interpretation of
social entrepreneurship utilizing key qualitative tools by exploring multiple perspectives and
being mindful of how my own bias influenced the study.
Every social venture exists within a unique framework; the founders have different sociocultural backgrounds, varying goals for social change, and distinct target audiences. Through
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examination of multiple social entrepreneur experiences, I embraced the assumption that
entrepreneurs did not live a singular experience and avoided the objectivist assumption that "the
development of a new venture follows a relatively linear, progressive, and sequential process,"
(Steyaert, 2007, p. 456). Through this study, I examined complexities and contextual factors
within the social entrepreneur experience.
Reflexivity: My Lens as a Researcher
In addition, I used a reflexive point of view to understand how my theoretical biases
influenced the study. Even with attempts to mitigate bias throughout the study, the reader
benefits from understanding the lens of the author. What follows is a reflexive exploration of my
own cultural background, my understanding of culture and systems, my experience with social
entrepreneurship, and finally my stance within the theoretical landscape.
Understanding the concept of culture and cultural dissonance is a core tenet of my
personal value system. I grew up on a farm in rural Iowa, in the U.S., embedded in a relatively
mono-cultural society, yet I was surrounded by ‘norm-breakers’ and strong women role models.
By the time I was nine years old, we had started re-locating to follow my mother’s information
technology career while my father commuted to the farm. Upon entering college, I developed a
strong affinity for the concepts of anthropology. I enjoyed studying cultural norms, the
“heritable interpretive structures such as symbol systems, stories, beliefs, myths, metaphors,
virtues, gestures, prejudices” (Fesmire, 2003, p. 10). Yet my early understanding of culture was
limited to ‘the other.’ Recognizing myself as a cultural being is a continuing journey.
Following college, I lived in China, and learned that while I had an academic
understanding of culture, I was entirely unprepared for intercultural interactions. I then pursued
a career in intercultural education, learning about cultural frameworks, communication
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patterns/styles, and assessing how people interact with difference. To effect change, I believe
people must have humility to understand that all knowledge is partial and incomplete.
In 2008, I became a social entrepreneur, co-founding a consulting company focused on
intercultural learning coursework for K-12 educators. I was not familiar with the term social
entrepreneur, nor did I think about my organization as a social venture. Yet I believed this
venture would contribute to positive social change. The endeavor was modestly successful, but
ultimately the target audience often proved resistant to the concepts behind intercultural learning.
It felt like I was fighting upstream, running up against cultural norms as we attempted to create
change. It is this tension – implementing social change amidst competing cultural norms – that I
seek to understand further.
For several years, I have wrestled with the often-competing paradigms of cultural
understanding and social change. The topic of social entrepreneurship seems to live within this
space, creating social change amidst varying cultural values. How women social entrepreneurs
navigate the creation of a social venture appeals to me for personal and professional reasons,
ultimately reflecting an ongoing personal dialogue on becoming a social change agent.
Yet from a philosophical and theoretical standpoint, I hold a critical stance of the social
entrepreneurship field. Social entrepreneurship research draws from two traditionally polarized
theoretical traditions (Curtis, 2008). I agree with research indicating that change agent rhetoric
has a tendency towards a Western worldview – a narrative that promotes the capitalist economic
system, individualism, rational-linear thought, and perhaps most alarmingly – a paternalistic
approach to social change. I am concerned that social entrepreneurship promotes social change
based on business principles that foster, not curb, systemic capitalist economic tendencies.
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In this section, I outlined my personal and professional biases. These reflections became
an ongoing dialogue as I collected and analyzed the data. Overall, an emphasis on reflexivity
assisted in acknowledging how my personal, professional, and theoretical underpinnings
influenced the research.
A qualitative study creates an interpretivist lens by design. With this approach, I
explored multiple lenses. Furthermore, I continually re-examined how my biases influenced the
data. In the following section, I describe how I collected the data.
Data Collection
To explore how women social entrepreneurs navigated their social, economic, and
cultural embeddedness, I used several data collection methods. In full, I conducted 16 in-depth
interviews, a group observation, a focus group, and some light document review. I recruited
participants and selected participants in a way that addressed the research question.
Participant Parameters
From June to October, 2016, I collected data on 21 women social entrepreneurs who were
in the intention formation and start-up stages of creating a new social venture in the Midwest
region of the US; early stage defined as pre-launch to 3 and a half years post-launch (Global
Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2009). How women entrepreneurs experience embeddedness can vary
across different phases of entrepreneurship, warranting in-depth study of each stage (Mair &
Marti, 2006).
Participant recruitment included a combination of networking and snowball sampling. I
partnered with The Social Venture Venue (SVV), a dedicated co-working space for people
starting new social ventures, which holds networking events on a regular basis. My membership
there facilitated an “observer as participant” role (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016). In addition, the
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Director of SVV invited SVV members to participate (see Appendix B for recruitment email).
The invte garnered four participants, and those initial participants recommended five other
participants. Further networking yielded an additional three participants. Yet the snowball
sampling method left a gap in my dataset. Halfway through data collection, the sample skewed
heavily towards White women. Additional recruitment diversified the sample, gaining an
additional four participants that identified as women of Color.
Prior to collecting data, I briefed participants on their options regarding informed
consent. I briefed participants on purpose of the study, my approach for confidentiality, and
acknowledged that participants may end their participation in the study at any time (See
Appendices D, E, F). Additionally, I obtained permission from participating organizations
before collecting data. Each participant received documentation on informed consent.
Methods
I incorporated a range of methods to triangulate data sources. The specific methods
included interviews, a focus group, observations, document review, and researcher memowriting. The goal of these methods was to provide rich context.
The primary research method included in-depth and semi-structured interviews. The
interviews took approximately 45-60 minutes, and included a series of 8-10 questions (see
appendix A). I interviewed participants in coffee shops and offices, depending upon what
worked best for participants. I conducted 15 face-to-face interviews, and skyped with one
participant who lived abroad. As I conducted interviews, I worked to understand how socialized
cues might influence the exchange and monitored my own assumptions about participants by
creating memos that reflected upon cultural and systemic factors that existed in the interview
setting. Interviews gained in-depth data for analysis.
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In September, I recognized a pattern; participants collectively expressed an interest to
create community with other women social entrepreneurs. This data point aligned with my need
for some member checking, so I conducted a 90-minute focus group in early November, 2016. I
advised participants that attendance would nullify anonymity from the other participants. Seven
participants chose to waive anonymity and attended. The focus group contained two sections:
defining community and what participants gained by creating community, and feedback on my
initial themes. The addition of a focus group further contextualized the data.
Initially, I planned to conduct several group observations of a Women’s Entrepreneurship
group at SVV, but this group faltered just as I began my study. The SVV had hosted a Women
Entrepreneurs [WE] community of practice group that met bi-weekly in 2015-2016 to share
ideas. By June, the Director had noticed erratic meeting attendance, and wanted to re-assess the
group before committing additional resources. She announced one final group meeting in July to
conduct a needs assessment. I completed my group observation at this meeting that included five
participants. After this July meeting, the group was cancelled, and this limited the data set to a
single observation.
In addition to in-person in-depth interviews, a focus group, and an observation, I
reviewed relevant documentation. I included sources of environmental data that Merriam and
Tisdale (2016) refer to as popular culture documents, particularly those relevant to the ventures.
I limited the scope of document review to venture websites. These documents provided
additional background on participant ventures.
To capture the interpretation process, I created a series of memos throughout the study. I
wrote a memo following each interview, focus group, observation, and during the coding and
analysis process. Memo-writing provided “a space to become actively engaged in…materials, to
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develop ideas, and to find-tune subsequent data-gathering” (Charmaz, p. 72). In addition to a
general space of reflection, I structured my memos to address key tension areas: thoughts on
gender, cultural responsiveness, social entrepreneurship as social change, and my situated-ness
as a potential social entrepreneur. These tensions appeared throughout the literature, theory, and
my personal journey with the topic. Memo-writing was critical to engage in the reflexivity
process, to better understand what biases shaped my interpretation and analysis.
The combination of interviews, the focus group, the observation, the document review,
and researcher memo-writing provided different and important data points for analysis. The
interviews created a dive into participants’ self-understanding of how they navigate social
change amidst cultural and gendered norms. The focus group allowed me to test some of my
early coding and analysis. The observation added a layer of how social entrepreneurs
communicate their experiences among peers. The website materials complemented the
interviews and observations by revealing how women entrepreneurs publicly tell their story and
shape the larger narrative around social ventures. Lastly, by memo-writing throughout the
research process, I created a space to better understand how my biases interacted with the
collected data. Each layer of data collection informed subsequent analysis.
Participant Overview
In the following section, I analyzed participants’ personal and professional attributes. I
collected data from participant interviews and public information found on venture websites. To
introduce the participants, in Table 4, I outline participants’ names and venture descriptions.
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Table 4
Study Participant Overview
Participant Venture
Name
Keri
AIM High
Brooke
Ruth
Heidi
Elise
Kristina
Stacey

Jessica
Fathiyyaa
Wendy
Briana

Erica
Julia
Janelle
Heather
Dani

Venture Summary

Educational organization dedicated to women’s empowerment
by facilitating coaching, courses, and travel course opportunities
worldwide.
Earth
Organic natural personal care products. A workforce
Solutions
development model; training young women from disadvantaged
backgrounds, aged 18-24 with work and life skills.
Pre-Launch
Venture idea: Working with women farmers in Cuba to create
organic food supply business for tourism.
Lovely
Fair trade, environmentally friendly, screen printed home
Home
products. Staffed and run by women in a Philippines sextrafficking shelter as a form of rehabilitative work.
Pre-Launch
Venture idea: Creating a system of housing for foster children
that incorporates education and sustainability.
ProtoVenture A co-working space that facilitates training and workshops for
women entrepreneurs.
Snacks for
Produces healthy snacks with portion of proceeds benefiting
Good
social organization. Also soon to launch workforce
development component in local kitchen.
Circle
Squared
Red Ruby

A jewelry company sourced by women manufacturers around
the world affected by violence.
A co-owned clothing line geared towards observant Islamic
dress (Somali). Employing and training women immigrants in
sewing, designing, and business skills.
Pre-Launch
Venture ideas: (1) Training and contracting GLBTQ youth in DJ
skills and work; expanding DJ music genre to be more inclusive.
(2) Creating porta-potty composting.
Dolls for All Education program. Using craft dolls as a medium, the business
focuses on finding a space for youth who have experienced
violence in their homes, schools, or community to express the
trauma that they are feeling.
Invest with
Consulting on impact investing; facilitating culturally responsive
Impact
giving, and capital reallocation to oppressed communities.
Dove and
An accessories company sourced by women’s ventures around
Burrow
the world.
Communities (1) Software platform to connect businesses in profit-sharing
Strong (1)
model.
ArtData (2)
(2) Analytics for artists
Pre-Launch
Venture idea: Fair trade coffee shop staffed by marginalized
communities; workforce development model.
Launch Inc.
Coaching services for women entrepreneurs.
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The remainder of the section will include an overview and discussion on trends of participant
demographics, professional background details, as well as participant venture data points.
Participant Demographics
Every participant came to the study with a unique story, a facet of qualitative research
that adds depth to the findings. Two salient commonalities exist among participants. All of the
participants self-identified as women, per the requirements of the study. In addition, all of the
women live permanently within the state of Minnesota. Ideally, I would compare the data set to
the general population to ascertain a comparison. Unfortunately, demographic data on social
entrepreneurs in MN does not exist. Table 5 includes an overview of participants’ age, marital
status, parent status, race, level of education credential, and education major.
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Table 5
Participant Demographics
Participant
Data
Demographic
Age Range
20-25
# of participants
4
% of participants
25%

26-30
3
19%

Marital Status
# of participants
% of participants

Married
8
50%

Parent Type
# of participants
% of participants

Children (at home)
4
25%

Race
# of participants
% of participants
Highest Level of
Education
Education Major

Business Training

Black
3
19%

31-35
4
25%

36-40
1
6%

41-45
1
6%

Single
6
38%

Divorced
2
12%

No children
11
69%

Black/Native
1
6%

46-50
4
25%

Black/Somali
1
6%

Children (adult)
1
6%
White
11
69%

High School
Bachelors
Masters (MA)
Masters (MBA)
1
8
4
3
6%
50%
25%
19%
Bachelor Degree Majors
Masters Level Majors
Business (2)
Business (3)
Community Health
Conflict Resolution
Education (2)
Counseling
English
Experiential Education
Health Education
Holistic Health
Management
Peace and Justice Studies (2)
Psychology (2)
Social Sciences
Spanish
Urban Regional Studies
Academic Program
Informal Training
N/A
6
5
5
38%
31%
31%

The sample spanned a broad range of ages from early twenties to late forties. Only two
participants fit within the age range of 36-45, creating a slight dip in representation. Overall,
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while spanning age ranges, the participants skewed towards a younger age range with 69% of the
participants represented between ages 20-35.
The sample does range across different life stages. Though participants exhibit several
similarities, age specific barriers and opportunities surfaced throughout the data gathering
process. For example, several younger participants expressed that people did not take them
seriously due to their young age. Whereas participants in their late 40s wrestled with retirement
plans. There is a small subset of literature regarding how life stage can influence venture
creation. Davis and Shaver (2012) found that women with young families most frequently
expressed high growth intentions. Yet within the sample, growth intentions varied amongst age
categories. By having a broad sample, the findings represent a range of life stage experiences.
Within these life stages, participants discussed their home structure, and how specific
family features – marriage and children – interacted with the venture creation process. Over half
of the participants were in marital relationships. Some mentioned marriage partners as a source
of support, while others named it as a source of discord when creating a venture. In this study,
25% of participants had children. The majority of the participants launched a venture while
single or married without children. The participants bring a range of home life influencers to the
study.
My goal was to understand a variety of demographic perspectives, including race. When
I completed my 10th interview I had identified themes, yet I also felt unsettled by one of my
interviews that did not quite align with other findings. Up to this point, I had only interviewed
White women, with the exception of one participant who identified as Black/Somali. So I
broadened my data set to include a wider representation of racial backgrounds. I put out calls to
various channels, and received back recommendations to achieve a more racially diverse sample.
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The sample set also drew from a variety of education levels and fields. The majority of
participants (94%) had completed a higher education degree at the Bachelor’s level or above.
Interestingly, participant education backgrounds represented a wide variety of disciplines, from
business specific degrees to community health. Also of note, none of the participants majored in
entrepreneurship or social entrepreneurship specifically. One participant minored in
entrepreneurship studies. The lack of social entrepreneurship coursework could be due to the
more recent rise in formal social entrepreneur education programs. There is a range of
disciplinary knowledge amongst participants.
The demographic trends among participants span a variety of ages, home structures, race,
and education profiles. Due to a lack of availability, we cannot compare participant data to MN
social entrepreneur demographic data. The breadth of participant backgrounds includes a depth
and variety of experience.
Professional Background Details
Due to the cross-disciplinary nature of social entrepreneurship, I wanted to understand
how participants migrated into the field. To do this, I inquired about participants’ previous
employment details. See Table 6 for a summary of two data points: previous industries of work,
and previous primary work sector.

63
Table 6
Professional Background of Participants
Professional
Data
Background
Data Points
Previous Industries Non-Profit Sector
-Education (PreK-Higher Ed)
-Grassroots organizing
-International mission
-International NGOs
-Philanthropy
-Government
-Policy advocacy orgs
-Workforce development orgs
Primary “Sector”
# of participants
% of participants

“Business” Sector
6
38%

For-Profit Sector
-Entertainment
-Fitness
-Healthcare
-Industrial
-Marketing agency
-Medical device
-Publishing
-Telecommunications
“Social” Sector
10
62%

As pictured above, participants worked in a range of industries represented in the nonprofit and for-profit industries. Of the 16 participants, just over half (56%) had worked in a
single industry for the entirety of their career. Some participants moved within non-profit arenas
(12%); while others moved between non-profit and for-profit industries (32%). These findings
reinforce Dacin et al.’s (2011) point that social entrepreneurs come from a variety of industry
backgrounds. Among participants, there is no one path or entryway to starting a social venture.
Although several participants moved across industries, participants tended to locate
themselves within a primary sector: ‘business’ or ‘social.’ Within this group of social
entrepreneurs, 38% identify their primary work sector as business, and 62% identify their work
sector as social. Social entrepreneurship nexus draws from social and business sectors.
The trends found in participants’ previous industries and work sectors highlights the
multitude of backgrounds and work sectors. The trend analysis emphasizes no one specific path
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of professional entry to social entrepreneurship. Furthermore, participants identify strongly with
either the business sector or the social sector. Social entrepreneurs represent an amalgamation of
different professional backgrounds.
Venture Data Points
Participants identified a range of variables as important modifiers of the social venture
experience. The points of discussion in this section percolated up from both interviews and the
observation. In Table 7, I provide context on participants’ venture ‘age’, business type,
solvency, founding structure, and client focus details.
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Table 7
Participant Venture Data Points
Participant
Data
Venture Data
Points
Age of Venture
PR
# of participants
4
% of participants
25%
Business Type
# of participants
% of participants
Solvency
# of participants
% of participants
Founding Structure
# of participants
% of participants

0 - 1 yr.
1
6%

1 - 2 yrs.
4
25%

Product
8
50%
Solvent
8
50%

2 - 3 yrs.
5
32%

3 - 4 yrs.
2
12%

Service
8
50%
Not Solvent
4
25%

Solo
9
56%

Client Focus (1):
Geographic Range
# of participants
% of participants

International
5
32%

Client Focus (2):
Gender
# of participants
% of participants

Gender Specific (women)
9
56%

N/A (PL)
4
25%
Partnership
7
44%
Local
11
68%

Non-Gender Specific
7
44%

The data collection spanned two groups of participants: pre-launch (PR) and post-launch
(PO). The PO participants’ businesses ranged in length of existence, from three months to three
and a half years. Limiting the sample to the inception and start-up stages of venture age allows a
deeper look into the experience of a specific part of the venture journey.
Venture survivorship from inception to start-up is quite stark. According to the Bureau
of Labor Statistics (2016), approximately 78% of start-ups will survive one year; 53% will
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survive the first four years. The bulk of my participants’ (69%) businesses existed for over one
year. Yet, between the data collection and the write-up process, one participant closed her
business. Each year of operation is a significant milestone.
Regardless of length, the participants’ ventures split evenly between product and service
output. The ventures included a range of products: skincare items, food, household items,
jewelry, and coffee. Participant ventures also engaged in a variety of services: education,
coaching, impact investing, hosting co-working spaces, cooking, foster care, waste management,
and technology. Ventures include product and service ventures.
Making these products and services solvent reflects an important milestone for
participants; the point when incoming profits cover business expenses. At the point of data
collection, 50% of participants had reached solvency. Yet solvency does not indicate that a
company is financially viable. Participants often need to find other sources of income while
launching a business. Of the eight participants with solvent ventures: four participants had a job
in addition to running their venture, two participants lived abroad to cut down on living costs,
one participant utilized savings, and one participant depended upon a partner’s income.
Solvency, while a milestone, does not indicate financial viability.
Solvency mattered wither the venture existed as a solo entrepreneur venture or a
partnership venture, both of which populated this study. Of the PR participants, 50% intended to
start with a partner, and 50% intended to start on their own. Of the PO participants, 58% started
as solo ventures, while the remaining 42% started as partnership ventures. Participants
experienced some volatility in partnerships during the start-up process. Of the five ventures that
started with a partnership, two of those venture partnerships ended within the first year of
operation. The “partner” designation includes individuals and organizations. For example,
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Brooke partnered with a local non-profit to implement her business, whereas Janelle partnered
with an individual. The sample included different partnership structures.
Along with different partnership structures, participants held different client focuses. In
collecting the data, I noticed a break in how participants targeted clients, particularly in
geographic range and gender. Of the participants, five worked internationally, while 11 located
their ventures within the US. Just over half (56%) of the participants held gender specific client
goals by targeting women. Client focuses regarding geographic scope and gender varied across
ventures.
The sample set included a breadth and depth of experience. Within the demographics,
participants varied in age, home structure, race, and educational background. In addition,
participants had a blend of social and business based professional backgrounds. The venture
type, levels of solvency, founding structure, and client focus also surfaced a variety of variables
among participants. The subsequent data analysis pulled from a broad sample set of data.
Data Analysis
As I collected the data, I began the three phases of data analysis outlined by Merriam and
Tisdale (2016): data preparation, data identification, and data manipulation. I researched
different analysis platforms ahead of the data collection process. Bazely (2013) describes it well
by warning that a researcher who is "beguiled by the excitement of data gathering and launches
in without any plan for design or management is courting danger, and is sometimes fatal" (p. 13).
Below I provide an overview of the tools and processes I implemented to analyze the data.
Data Preparation
I understood I would be collecting large amounts of data, yet still the volume still
surprised me. The interviews clustered together in June, and I soon had over seven hours of
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interview data to prepare for analysis. The subsequent data preparation process included the
organization, transcription, and storage of the collected data.
I began brainstorming how to best organize the data. First, I adopted Microsoft OneNote
as a tool to plan the data collection processes, write memos, store electronic versions of
transcripts, and outline findings. I also created physical files for any additional documentation
such as participant consent forms or website printouts. Lastly, I set up an account on
SuperNotecard, and online software tool that stores and organizes data points. The organization
schema provided groundwork for incoming data.
Once data collection commenced, I engaged several steps to transcribe the data.
Following each interview, I sent recordings to a transcription service. With the raw transcript in
hand I conducted additional listening sessions to clean each transcription for accuracy. I also
prepared and documented the data with three steps. First, I wrote field notes describing the
interview, trying to capture initial impressions and thoughts regarding the data. Second, after
cleaning the transcript, I went through the conversation and recorded observer comments (OC’s),
tying together thoughts, impressions, questions, and theory. Third, after adding OC’s to the
transcripts, I created memos for each interview on four pre-defined content areas: gender, social
change and capitalism, dialogue and extension, and my own situatedness. Each step created
transcription data for the analysis process.
The steps above created a significant volume of documentation, which needed to be
stored for further reference in the data analysis process. I stored all data and documentation files
in a password protected OneDrive account. I also printed paper copies to facilitate coding, but I
stored these documents in a locked cabinet when not in use. I separated out raw transcripts from
transcripts with OC’s for future reference. I captured memos within the OneNote file, and
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printed as needed for coding. This storage structure facilitated better access to the data
throughout the analysis and writing process.
The organization, transcribing, and storage of the data provided a platform for data
identification. With these steps, I maintained better access to the data throughout the study.
Data preparation provided a strong foundation for subsequent data identification processes.
Data Identification
I next launched into data identification with a series of coding activities, paper-based and
electronic, to find relevant themes in the data. I coded the interviews, observation, memos, and
web documents using Charmaz's (2006) line by line coding by hand. I repeated this type of
coding analysis, moving from open coding to axial or analytical coding, and identified focused
codes. As a visual learner, I transferred all the initial codes to post-it notes. I initially had over
1,000 coded post-it notes prepared for data manipulation. With these initial codes identified, I
moved into data manipulation.
Data Manipulation
I used the coded post-it notes to begin the data manipulation process of identifying
themes. I found a space in my home to attach the individual post-it notes from the line-by-line
coding to a long well-lit wall. I then moved through several analysis phases, including the initial
axial code groupings, confusion, focus group member checking, and re-focusing themes within
the embeddedness framework.
My initial axial coding began with an analysis of the line-by-line coding translated onto
post-its. I began to place the post-it notes in sections framed within the initial research questions.
I moved slowly with each code and found a corresponding place on the wall. I gradually
identified axial codes and collapsed several individual codes into groups. I went through this
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process multiple times, condensing, creating categorization, and condensing again where axial
codes overlapped.
In October, I found myself with 200 axial coded post-it notes on a wall, completely stuck
with how to move forward into more focused codes or themes. I knew I could find further
categorizations, but the research questions kept creating dissonance in my analysis process. The
categories overlapped among the questions, and I found it difficult to make sense of what I had.
Larger themes eluded me, so I decided to dive back into the field.
In early November, I added a member-checking component to test out initial themes.
One of those ideas included the concept of a journey, the data seemed to fall into categories
around pre-entry, launch, early start-up, and sustaining. Yet the focus group data indicated the
women’s experiences did not fit into journey categories. With misalignment of my initial
themes, I dove back into the data.
Around Thanksgiving, I decided I needed to go through the transcripts again, so I pulled
out quotes and transferred them into an electronic format in SuperNotecard. This medium
provides online sorting and categorizing tools. Yet it also allowed me to process the data again,
looking closely at member statements, and categorizing them as if I were utilizing physical
notecards. This process combined with the initial manual post-it note process led to a set of
focused codes.
I remember standing in my dining room, staring at purple post-it notes on the wall after
an electronic data transferring session, and seeing the layers of embeddedness. As I had listened
to my participants during the data gathering phase, something about their experience struck a
familiar chord, but I struggled to identify it. After reflecting on the data analysis process, I
believe my role as a cultural insider created difficulty identifying themes of embeddedness. At
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this point, I realized I needed to separate the data into two segments: 1) themes of embeddedness,
and 2) themes addressing how women navigated that embeddedness.
The data manipulation for this study included an interactive analysis process. By
remaining flexible to try new approaches, combining paper and electronic approaches, and
including members in the analysis process, I felt confident in my final themes. I found my
committee members’ forewarning of potential derailment quite helpful because I did indeed
experience floundering throughout the process. Overall, the data manipulation process led to the
themes in the following chapters.
I identified themes through data organization, identification, and manipulation. I worked
the data and allowed myself to go back and try again when things did not quite align. My goal
was to create a structured yet flexible creative process to analyze the data; the combination of
paper and electronic approaches allowed me to analyze the data with a thorough and iterative
approach.
Pilot Study
Before I conducted this study, in the summer of 2015 I conducted a pilot study centered
on formal education opportunities for social entrepreneurs. The study consisted of two
interviews and a curriculum analysis. Through this pilot study, I began to glimpse the deep
tensions that exist in the field as outlined in the literature review, particularly around applying
business principles to social change. I also recognized the need for additional research on
women and became interested specifically about how to start a social venture amidst existing
cultural and gendered norms. The participants spoke about the idea of ‘stepping in’ and
navigating a perilous social change space. The pilot study piqued my interest in shifting my
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topic towards women social entrepreneurs and their contextualized experience of creating social
change.
Validity and Generalizability
Before launching the study, I examined the proposed methodology for validity and
generalizability. The terminology validity and generalizability originally stemmed from
quantitative research, and qualitative researchers often debate how these same terms are relevant
to qualitative research (Bazely, 2009). What follows is an overview of my interpretation on the
validity and generalizability of this study.
Validity
As I conducted this qualitative study, which is an interpretive process, I needed to have a
strong understanding of how to ensure the study outcomes were credible, or valid. Creswell
(2013) views validity in qualitative research as a process, and recommends researchers
incorporate multiple validations strategies into the study. Three strategies I employed included
transparency of potential bias, member checking, and triangulation.
As the researcher in this case, I brought a definite worldview and subsequent biases to the
research process. Philosophically, I tend to embrace a critical approach to existing world
systems and am skeptical of market-driven solutions to social problems. Social entrepreneurship
fits within this realm, and hence I incorporate a more critical stance. I also believe gender to be a
socialized phenomenon; society reinforces gender norms both structurally, and systemically.
This frame influences how I see the data. Likewise, it is crucial to recognize my positionality as
a White, middle to upper socio-economic status, Midwestern, Christian (upbringing),
heterosexual woman from the US. As a socialized being, I am beholden to implicit habits of
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thinking and processing the world. In order to mitigate some of the risks that come with my
philosophical underpinnings and positionality, I utilized memo-writing.
To member-check the data, I applied two strategies. First, I conducted a focus group.
This focus group included seven of the original participants. Second, I attended a women’s
entrepreneurship conference in March and tested some of the themes in conversation with
attendees. Many expressed interest and agreement with the initial themes of embeddedness and
creative churn. In addition to these member-checking strategies, I plan to share my final study
with participants upon completion.
This study also incorporated an element of triangulation with multiple sources of data. I
analyzed interviews, the observation, field notes, the focus group, website documentation, and
researcher memos. By incorporating multiple data angles, I found consistent themes across
multiple sources. This validation process, along with an understanding of personal bias and
member checking of the data, worked together to increase validity of the study.
Generalizability
As with most qualitative research, the data gathered in this study is not generalizable to
the entire population of social entrepreneurs. While some patterns have emerged, the data
originates from very few individuals within a large group of people. The study is limited by
geography and culture (set in the US), by gender (women), and by sampling (collecting data
from those who are known to the researcher and interested in participating). The benefits of
qualitative data include rich, in-depth data, yet qualitative data also limits generalizability.
Ethics and Confidentiality
In addition to the veracity of the study – understanding validity and generalizability – I
also tried to mitigate additional ethical concerns surrounding participants, particularly
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confidentiality. I worked within an interconnected community of social entrepreneurs, and
keeping participants’ data confidential was important. I provided all participants with
pseudonyms and alternative business names. I also gave participants the option of changing their
business venture details to maintain stronger anonymity. Data was kept in a password protected
file, and only accessible to me for the purposes of writing up the results. Through these efforts, I
maintained confidentiality.
Chapter Summary
In this chapter, I provided an overview of the study design, data collection, participant
details, data analysis, pilot study, validity and generalizability, and ethics and confidentiality. I
applied these tools to better understand how women social entrepreneurs navigate their
embeddedness when creating a social venture. In the next chapter, I introduce the findings of the
study.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS ON EMBEDDEDNESS
In this study, I explored how women social entrepreneurs navigate their embeddedness
when creating a social venture. I define embeddedness as participants’ cultural, social, and
economic context. During the data analysis process, I realized that I could not adequately
discuss how my participants navigate the creation of their venture without first describing their
embedded norms. I needed to articulate the nature of participants’ embeddedness.
With this rationale, I divided the data into two separate sets of findings: (1) identifying
themes related to participants’ embeddedness, and (2) themes on how participants navigate the
creation of a social venture within their embeddedness. This chapter will focus only on themes
describing participants’ embedded norms. In chapters five through seven, I introduce how
women navigate their embedded context while starting a venture. The culmination of these
chapters addresses the research question.
The data analysis revealed four separate themes of embedded norms that I reference
throughout the remainder of findings and analyses. The participant overview from chapter three
conveyed the diverse journeys participants bring to the social entrepreneur experience in
demographics, professional background, and venture data points. Yet even with such disparate
paths, my findings illustrate the common themes around cultural embeddedness shared by
participants including gender, market-based, rational-linear, and individualistic norms. In Figure
3, I provide an overview of each theme along with sub-themes of the embedded norms discussed
in this chapter.
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Gender Norms

•Presence of gender disparaties
•Intersectionality
•Feeling the boundaries

Market-Based Norms

•Beliefs within an economic system
•Personal and professional dichotemy
•Cracks in the system
•Embrace of social entrepreneurship

Rational-Linear Norms

•Order out of chaos
•Tools to maintain order
•Hoping for linear outcomes

Individualistic Norms

•The primary actor
•Reverence of individual acheivement
•Relying on individual assessment

Figure 3. Chapter four themes. This figure includes chapter four themes and sub-themes.
Gender Norms
I struggled with the coding of gender norms throughout the data analysis process. I
believe two factors obscured my view: first, my socialization into gendered norms, and second,
the 2016 U.S. national political climate. I completed my data collection and analysis process
during an election cycle environment amidst a national dialogue embroiled in gendered
overtones. By September of 2016, I grew concerned that I unconsciously emphasized gender,
and that this bias perhaps had started to skew my data. To mitigate my concerns, I implemented
two additional tasks. First, I completed an additional round of axial coding, breaking apart
established codes and re-working to explore other themes. Second, I held a member-checking
focus group in November to better understand how the gender theme fit into participants’
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experiences. The coding and member checking confirmed three sub-themes of gender norms:
presence of gender disparities, intersectionality, and feeling the boundaries.
Gendered Disparities
Many participants readily identified that the field of social entrepreneurship, and the
world in general, favored male norms. As Ruth stated, “Yeah, I think in most societies, most
societies are patriarchal. The men have the opportunities. They have the access.” Each of the
participants identified disparities between women and men at an international and national level,
and specifically within the field of social entrepreneurship.
Participants cited international gender disparities as a rationale for launching their
venture. Five of my participants work in internationally based ventures. Jessica, Julia, and Heidi
partner with women abroad to bring local goods to an international market. Keri runs
educational workshops in close partnership with activists native to Latin America. Lastly, Ruth
plans to work with women to monetize agricultural produce. When asked why the women chose
to engage internationally, the majority attributed their motivation to unsettling disparities
surrounding gender they saw while living abroad. For example, Julia spent a year volunteering
with “a bunch of different organizations that worked with marginalized women.” Jessica
traveled around the world trying to understand violence against women. For many participants,
the time they spent living abroad contributed to their lens on international gender equity.
In addition to international disparities, participants identified the strongly entrenched
gender equity issues in U.S. culture; particularly in women’s ability to advance within
organizations. Erica described it as women having “to work two or three times harder, and
having to deal with chauvinist pigs or misogynists.” Kristina felt “there’s a different way people
are treated in environments and experiences, depending on what’s in your pants and how you
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look.” Several participants mentioned the idea of an “old boys club” when working within
organizations in the US. While participants used broad strokes to talk about the US, in many
cases they directly named examples from working in the field of entrepreneurship.
Participants confirmed literature findings that men predominantly populate the fields of
entrepreneurship and the subset of social entrepreneurship, starting with clear gaps in formal
education settings. Wendy and Julia noted the absence of women in their entrepreneurial
coursework. Jessica was the only woman member of her university’s student entrepreneurship
club. Participants distinctly noticed the lack of women within the formal education realm.
Furthermore, women experienced disparities in the field of entrepreneurship, articulating
a lack of presence in public forums. Local entrepreneurship professional associations and
conferences skewed gender representation.
Yeah, I think the case is that it's still more difficult than it should be. I don't think women
entrepreneurs are celebrated by men as much as they should be. Maybe that's part of the
problem. When we talk about celebrating women entrepreneurs, it's always at a women's
conference. (Erica)
Many participants agreed that public forums did not adequately represent women in the field.
Lastly, several participants observed the lack of women’s participation in public
competitions, a rather prominent feature of the entrepreneurship field. Participants frequently
mentioned the Minnesota Cup competition in particular, an annual competition held in
Minneapolis, MN. Julia observed that few, if any, women received awards:
I was in the Minnesota cup…two years ago and every single winner was a dude, from
every category…at the big awards ceremony there were 39 people that went on stage, I
sat there and counted. Out of 39 [winners], 37 of them were men so there were only two
women and two people of color and one of the women was a person of color.
Julia articulates a very poignant visual of women’s participation in public entrepreneurship
competitions.
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Participants interpreted the world as having disparities between men and women. They
discussed the presence of visible cues, from equity issues at an international and national level,
to a lack of participation in formal education and professional settings. Participants visibly
experience disparities, which additional layers of social identities can intensify.
Intersectionality
Layers of identity permeated the participant experience. While the women unanimously
acknowledged gender, some women grappled with additional marginalizing factors. In what
follows, I tease apart the varying layers of intersectionality including age, education level,
economic class, race, and religion.
Several participants believed the intersectionality of their age in conjunction with gender
made a difference in their experience. Those in their 20’s – Elise, Jessica, Julia, Wendy, Briana,
Heather, and Heidi –named age as a barrier to others taking them seriously.
There's this almost instant dismissal that can sometimes come when you pitch your
business or talk about your business or your product because it's like, “Oh, it's just
another one of these college kids that think they're a CEO and they've sold five
bracelets.” (Heidi)
Brooke, in her early 30s, did not feel as though age discrimination dissipated as she aged, but
instead felt that her age and gender continued to create difficulties among her older, male
colleagues. On the other end of the spectrum, Ruth, who is in her late 40s, also felt a
disadvantage; she felt that perhaps the younger entrepreneurs experienced less “life baggage” –
kids, mortgage, etc. – when trying to start a business. The intersection of age and gender creates
tension for social entrepreneurs.
While age seemed salient to some participants, others found the intersectionality of their
educational background differentiated their experience in the field. Briana felt unqualified
without a business degree; “I feel like every time I tell them that I did not go to school for
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business, I start to get uninteresting or something.” Heidi had trouble networking due to her
alternative path through the education system. Having two years of college credits upon high
school completion, she opted to finish her college degree online.
sometimes I regret [it] because the female entrepreneurs that I know who are doing
really, really well are those who went to four years at school, were at all the
entrepreneurs' clubs, got into all the little startup groups, had access to alumni investors
and things like that. (Heidi)
The stories of Briana and Heidi indicate that education can impact women in social
entrepreneurship.
For others, intersectionality of lower economic status and gender created additional
difficulties. Access to resources impacts who is able to enter the field.
What I will say that has been haunting me, that I'm going to make some changes around,
is that there are these awesome opportunities that are happening for entrepreneurs in
general…but I go to them because I don't have a full-time job. I have the opportunity to
be there on a Wednesday or a Thursday morning or whatever, but many people of color
don't. They have to work...it's not that people are saying you can't come, but it's not as
accessible. I think that's one thing that I've noticed, is like, “Huh. Why wasn’t this open
to everyone?” Someone's not thinking about this being open to everyone. (Dani)
How the participants economically support their ventures indicates a necessity of economic
resources to access the field, whether that be employment, ability to relocate to a lower cost of
living, or financial assets. Of the twelve participants who have launched their business, six
participants worked full-time jobs while they launched their business, two others engaged in
additional part-time consulting work, two women lived abroad to offset costs, and two
participants tapped into personal assets. Though many of the women expressed financial strain
during the start-up process, only one participant indicated she lived in poverty prior to her
venture – Briana. Briana mentioned feeling like an anomaly at events frequented by several selffunded members, or those who had means to create a business due to available resources.
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Economic class served as a differentiating identity in a sea of social entrepreneurs who had
access to funds.
In addition to age, education, and economic status, several participants who identified as
women of color distinctly felt the intersectionality of their racial identity in addition to gender.
All five participants who identified as women of color described a similar experience of
frequently showing up as only person of color in the room. “It shocks me as a woman of color
because there's so many meetings where I'm the only woman of color in it” (Briana). Janelle
discussed her experience juggling gender and race, “another challenge for me personally being a
woman in entrepreneurship, is I'm kind of a double. I have the whole minority thing and a
woman in entrepreneurship. Those perceptions of personality or voice are very real.” Some
participants experienced intersectionality of race and gender.
Alongside the intersectionality of race and gender, interviewing Fathiyyaa revealed how
the intersectionality of religious culture and gender impacts some women social entrepreneurs.
To clarify, religious culture here refers to the blend of religion plus cultural background. For
example, Fathiyyaa identified as a Somali Muslim immigrant. Practitioners of Islam come from
varying cultural backgrounds that influence the interpretation and practice of religion and
embedded gender roles. Hence, I refer to religious culture to represent the confluence of Islam
and Somali backgrounds, which notably could be broken down further to regional cultural
differences. For Fathiyyaa, her intersectionality of gender and religious culture created
dissonance in two arenas: the non-Somali U.S. population and the Somali immigrant population.
I recognized the presence of intersectionality when Fathiyyaa pushed back on my
questions regarding gender, and instead explained that others view her first and foremost by her

82
religious cultural identity. When interacting with the non-Somali U.S. community, Fathiyyaa
experienced the following:
It's not more of a gender thing, actually. If I'm dealing with an American or a White
person…first of all, you look at me immediately you notice my scarf, immediately you
see my skin. Two things come into somebody's mind. They immediately see a woman
immigrant which I am. I'm not ashamed to admit it, but they also assume that I don't
speak English. Those are the first two things; I'm an immigrant, I don't speak English.
But the first thing that comes to them is that I'm oppressed or I'm a terrorist…When I
look at the American culture, it is not gender that I see an issue with, I see more issue
with race and the fear…a fear that shouldn't be there. They walk away from you or they
want nothing to do with you. It's not gender equality or male versus female.
Fathiyyaa described how the presence of her scarf, or Hijab, and her race take prominence when
interacting with people. It evokes thoughts of terrorism. Yet, the Hijab also carries significant
gender stereotypes surrounding oppression. People interpret Fathiyyaa as someone who is an
‘other,’ someone who does not have English skills. Fathiyyaa also felt she had lost grant funding
due to her Somali Muslim identity. Fathiyyaa’s gender and religious cultural identities intersect;
yet her religious cultural identity feels more salient than gender, particularly when compared to
other women in the study.
Fathiyyaa’s religious cultural identity also put her at odds within the Somali immigrant
community. By creating a social enterprise, she is stepping outside the cultural norms of the
local Somali population.
It's really hard to be an independent, Somali woman. It is hard to be a Somali woman
who's a leader…I received threats. I've had theft to my car, I've been stalked. It's so bad
that they want you to stop what you're doing because it's not a woman's job to be a leader.
It's not a woman's job to run an organization. It's not my place. I need to be put in my
place, then I forget what my place is. (Fathiyyaa)
Last year, Fathiyyaa also testified at the State Capital to obtain additional loan funding for
immigrant communities in out-state Minnesota. She expressed great frustration towards a male
Somali counterpart telling her to be silent because the men would do the talking. Even though
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this request made her angry, she complied, tethered by Somali cultural gender norms. Religious
cultural norms create dissonance within dominant and marginalized populations.
Women social entrepreneurs grapple with intersectionality of gender and age, education
background, economic class, race, and religious culture. The women described how various
identities melded with gender, and played out differently in the social venture arena. The next
sub-theme expands on how participants experienced gender norms in social venture experiences.
Feeling the Boundaries
As I poured over participant stories, I discovered gender-based barriers. Participants
described running into an “invisible fence” throughout their venture journey. In the following
section, I explore how participants defined these barriers, specifically around acceptable
behaviors, negative responses, and being an anomaly.
Acceptable behaviors. Throughout the interviews, I caught glimpses of what the
literature referred to as doing gender (Galloway, 2015). Participants articulated expectations
regarding how to act or behave during interactions. In this section, I describe how women do
gender in their communication, appearance, choice of profession, professional roles, and in
making money.
Several participants felt pressure to adopt appropriate conversational communication
styles. The women felt bound by rules regarding how and when to speak up in a mixed gender
setting. Erica explained, “If I'm in a meeting, I think from a women gender lens, it's like ‘let
everybody speak before I speak.’” She also noted women find it difficult to say “no”; people
expect women to say “yes” in professional settings. Participants also reported men frequently
interrupted them. Wendy explained that when she interrupted her classmates, she felt
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“combative” or “uncomfortable.” In addition to these specific conversation norms, participants
experienced expectations about their behaviors.
Participants described norms connected to behaviors, specifically around body language,
such as facial expressions and eye contact. Briana said people frequently tell her to smile more.
Erica observed that “when somebody stares at us, particularly if it's a male and there's a
perceived power, we look at them and then look down.” These two examples convey how
women do gender via body language.
Lastly, one participant described different approaches to networking. Jessica found
gender influenced communication during a networking event.
In your average networking session, a guy will go into the room and he immediately
scopes out who is the most powerful person in that room? Who can help him?
There's this one specific example that I have. My friend and I were going in and there's
the editor of the magazine. It was a networking event sponsored by the magazine and so
my male friend was immediately like, “That's the editor, that's the guy we should talk to
by the end of the night.” That's the way he went into the room whereas I think every
single woman I know goes in and you're looking for somebody you already know. If you
don't know somebody, you're looking for who could you most easily identify with, not
awkwardly.
Jessica’s story is one example of how men and women may communicate differently when
networking. Women use different criteria when selecting networking opportunities.
Like communication norms, women also reported expectations regarding their
appearance. In many professional settings, male norms set expectations for clothing. For
example, a friend advised Briana to wear a suit but to add accessories that made her
“approachable.” Jessica described the conundrum as an entrepreneur.
…how do you dress for a pitch? It's a stupid thing. A really stupid thing that guys don't
have to think about. They can show up in a suit or they can show up in jeans and a t-shirt
because either way they're a start-up dude. Whereas for women, do I wear a suit? Or
does that make me come across as too stuck up, prissy, not feminine enough? And then
if you wear a dress are you taken seriously? Or are you seen as your sexual worth instead
of your worth as an entrepreneur? It's just stupid crap like that all the time. Wouldn't it

85
be amazing if women could instead of spending that much time figuring out what the
heck they're going to wear, work on their pitch?
Jessica’s experience illustrates the tension women social entrepreneurs feel about their
appearance. In this region, societal norms dictate different messages depending upon the style of
clothing women wear. Women do gender when navigating appearance.
In addition to expectations around outward behaviors and appearance, some participants
chose their profession based on gendered norms. The women in Heather’s family all chose social
science fields, and the men went into business. Elise struggled with her choice to work in
childcare:
I think just in general, I've had to maybe come to terms with the thing that I'm really good
at is caring for children and it just happens to be very gendered and everybody thinks is a
woman's job. It's just hard because I don’t want to fit into that stereotype, but yet I do.
Keri agreed women often select gendered professions within social sciences, which in turn harms
pay equity. She felt that non-profit jobs kept “women away from power and money.” Gender
norms influenced participants’ selection of profession as well as their roles within those
professions.
Participants sometimes experienced expectations by colleagues to fulfill roles within the
company at odds with their assigned position. Despite her position as Chief Financial Officer of
an organization, Brooke noted:
Even though I've got the letters after my name and I've got this experience and that, I still
feel like I'm still seen as the admin for the department. I'm still the person who takes
minutes at meetings and sends out reminders and that kind of stuff.
Other participants could relate to the unofficial scribe role. Due to gendered expectations,
professional roles do not necessarily align with assigned job functions.
Moreover, several of the participants noted how women tend to be more collaborative in
professional settings. Collaboration underlies a tendency towards caretaking, a gendered
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behavior some women adopt when interacting with others. Janelle described the tension: “In
entrepreneurship, especially when you are that lead, people really look to you for the vision. I
had to get comfortable with that even though I was all like, ‘Yeah, this is we and this is us.’”
The emphasis on “this is we” demonstrates how Janelle struggled shifting her collaborative
approach to something more directive. Work settings often carry expectations for women to be
collaborative, and women social entrepreneurs struggled to engage a more directive style.
In conjunction with different professional roles, women also struggled with making
money. When entering entrepreneurship, some participants felt pushback from clients on
pricing. Keri felt resistance from clients regarding payment. She believed “girls are often taught
through society to save the world, that intrinsic is good enough, and that boys should make the
money.” Clients resisted the idea of Keri behaving outside of the norm in her pricing structure.
This section outlined acceptable gendered behaviors, specifically addressing
communication, appearance, choice of profession, professional roles, and making money. The
women experienced boundaries on their behaviors and in their interactions with others. Each
category of acceptable behaviors contains socially constructed ways of doing gender.
Negative responses. Participants often found that their work as a social entrepreneur
garnered negative attention. Resistance and adverse commentary originated from several sources
ranging from strangers to close friends and family. The women described four primary
categories of negative responses: head-patting, questioning, feeling unwelcome, and at times
physical endangerment.
Several participants experienced a form of dismissiveness, or head-patting, when talking
about their business with others. Julia described how these conversations tend to go:
It's like, “Cute, you're doing this little business.” No, I'm really trying to make this a
thing. People are like, “You're just doing this just to help women.” Yes, I am trying to
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do that, but I'm also trying to make a living. I'm not just willy-nilly trying to do this. I
put in a lot of hours and a lot of sweat and tears into this business. I don't feel like I'm
always taken seriously.
These conversations feel like resistance to the participants. The external assessment of their
work does not match their own conception of their professional status. Head-patting reinforced
the invisible fence for women creating a social venture.
In addition to head-patting, participants also report having their qualifications subtly
questioned. Dani mentioned that when she first would tell people about her business, people
would express skepticism about her credentials and experience. Briana concurred, and felt that
primarily men questioned her qualifications. Several participants seemed to have received
pushback regarding their qualifications to start a venture.
Yet for some, the subtle questioning of qualifications ramped up to something more
overt. Several participants referred to having “haters”; describing the overtly critical. When
talking about family support, Stacey said “You've always got the haters. You just do. People
that are like, ‘That's not going to work. That's a dumb idea. How do you expect to do that? You
don't have any business knowledge. You're not a chef by trade.’" Heather had her idea
“slammed” by a stranger when traveling at a hostel in Ireland. Sometimes these overtly negative
reactions led to the demise of relationships. Julia, Fathiyyaa, Kristina, and Briana all mentioned
relationships that have faltered due to overt questioning of their work. Women participants
reported feeling questioned in subtle and overt ways.
Compounding the unease found in head-patting, questioning and haters, some women
also felt unwelcome with their fellow entrepreneurs. Heidi joined a co-working space, but never
felt like she quite ‘broke in’ to the inner circle. Jessica reported situations with male
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entrepreneurs telling sexist comments or jokes. Some women social entrepreneurs experienced
an unwelcome environment among other entrepreneurs.
Each of the experiences above created an unwelcome and challenging experience,
however two participants faced actual physical danger as they launched their venture. Fathiyyaa
and Kristina experienced stalking, death threats, property damage, and a bomb threat on their
organization when starting their ventures. For these two women, launching their venture
propelled them into a dangerous situation.
The combination of head-patting, questioning, feeling unwelcome, and facing physical
endangerment created a set of negative and at times dangerous boundaries for women to work
within. The external feedback ranges from subtle to more overt resistance as women enter the
field. But the culmination, as Heidi describes, is that women “just aren't taken as seriously, in
general, with business.” Social entrepreneurship can present a negative environment for women
entering the field.
Being an anomaly. Another similarity surfaced early in the interview process;
participants often felt like an anomaly. Keri’s family considered her an ‘odd duck.’ Heidi
noticed confused reactions: “I don't really have a lot of people…who understand me or what I
do, necessarily. There's always a lot of, ‘What is it that you do?’” Janelle said her family is
accustomed to her doing her own thing. Kristina felt pressure to conform. From her perspective,
“conformity is rewarded and promoted and privileged and lifted up and all that great stuff. I
don't want to conform, I've never wanted to conform.” By starting a social venture, participants
lived outside norms. Most participants seemed comfortable with perceptions of being an
anomaly, yet it does represent another way that people feel the invisible boundaries of gender
norms.
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Women in social entrepreneurship test the boundaries by entering into a predominantly
male field. In this section, I articulated how women feel these boundaries; in the expectation of
acceptable behaviors, in the negative reception to their venture ideas, and as an anomaly. The
invisible fence reinforces gender norms.
Participants acutely experience the impact of gender norms in the visibility of gender
disparities, while grappling with intersectionality of identities, and in feeling the boundaries.
This section illustrates how women experience their gendered norms. Hence, the embeddedness
– or social soil – embodies an established set of gendered conditions for women entering the
field of social entrepreneurship.
Market-Based Norms
The participants live within a capitalist, market-based society. When coding the data, I
noticed a theme of beliefs and assumptions rooted in the capitalist economic system.
Participants’ personal and professional choices reflected market-based norms. The following
section will articulate four sub-themes: beliefs within a system, the personal and professional
dichotomy, cracks in the system, and an embrace of social entrepreneurship.
Beliefs in a Capitalist System
Participants conveyed beliefs about the capitalist economic system. At times, the women
talked explicitly about their thoughts towards a capitalist system. However, their stories also
included hidden cultural assumptions. Within the commentary, I found examples of capitalist
cultural norms and overarching beliefs in its viability as a system.
Capitalist cultural norms. I found shared definitions of what capitalism entails. The
participants described accepted truths of a market-based economy. In the following section, I
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discuss the adherence to the for-profit business model, capital accumulation, maximizing
consumerism, and building a workforce.
When participants create a for-profit social venture, they also tacitly accept a marketbased system. Participants create businesses that will sell products or services to generate
revenue. The business entity drives the production of capital. By creating a social venture,
women social entrepreneurs promote a for-profit business model.
Striving for success in a market-based system, many of the women defined capital
accumulation as a key indicator of success. Participants set goals to generate a profit. The
women used words like “lucrative”, “revenue generating”, and “profits” to describe desirable
business outcomes. Yet women felt differently regarding how much capital entrepreneurs should
accumulate. Perhaps due to the start-up nature of their work, participants predominantly linked
profits to creating a viable business, or making enough to have a full-time salary. Only one
participant discussed the desire to accumulate wealth. Regardless of the amount, all women
participants viewed the venture as a vehicle to accumulate capital.
In order to accumulate capital, participants strove to maximize consumerism, through
strategy or tactics. Brooke described how to gain consumers: “I wanted to make sure is this a
legit opportunity, is there a real market for it? What would people actually pay? Would it
actually make money?” Heidi, Jessica, and Julia all tailored their products away from the typical
fair-trade jewelry so that it would be a better fit with millennial consumers. Likewise,
participants used marketing tactics and tools that would help target and resonate with their
consumers. Participants sought ways to maximize consumers.
Lastly, in addition to market based norms of accumulating capital and maximizing
consumers, I heard several comments regarding the importance of creating a workforce, and the
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value of workforce development. Heidi assessed number of employees as an indicator of venture
health. Brooke argued that the most successful type of social venture included a workforce
development component, for “making sure people are job ready.” Likewise, Julia limited her
partnering organizations to those who had a workforce development component in place. These
examples illustrate a dedication to building a workforce.
This section illustrates how participants experience economic embeddedness within a
capitalist system. The women actively engage in the for-profit business model, capital
accumulation, maximizing consumerism, and workforce development. In addition to adopting
these norms, participants also expressed beliefs about working in capitalist system.
Overarching beliefs. I discovered a wide range of perceptions towards the capitalist
economic system. Participants talked about capitalism directly, or indirectly by discussing tenets
such as creating businesses or generating profits. Within the data, I found three groups: strong
proponents, skeptics who used entrepreneurship to their advantage, and strong opponents of the
capitalist economic system.
Some participants held deep-seated beliefs about capitalist market economies as a
positive system of exchange and acted as strong proponents of this economic system.
I think money is a good thing. I think, creating jobs and giving people, and fueling the
economy, I see so much good with that. I don't think business is the entity to hate. I
think sometimes it's overlooked. Definitely from the social science side of things, people
think it's corrupt or human-less. I don't see business that way. (Wendy)
Other women illustrated their beliefs with components of their business mission. Ruth’s
business mission centered on implementing a profit generating agribusiness in Cuba. She
believed in helping them learn “farming as a business, as a way to generate money for their
families”; to have an “economic purpose for what they're doing.” These participants believed in
the inherent good of capitalism.
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Yet alongside these proponents, a few participants held skeptical opinions of the
capitalist economic system, but tried to work within it to create good. Heather referenced her
pragmatic approach as follows:
It's hard, because there are also people that are like, ‘oh capitalism’ – (with sigh), but the
reality of it is, we do live in a capitalist world right now. Finding a medium that will
allow us to start to close that gap a little bit to make it more possible to live within it.
Kristina, who shifted from a profession as a community organizer to opening a co-working
space, found that when working within the system, community members treated her differently,
often with more respect. Though skeptical of capitalism, she experienced more movement on
social issues by working within the system. Erica viewed the economic system as a tool of
oppression; and her impact investing company strives to shift the practices that keep
marginalized communities oppressed. These women work to find ways to work positively
within the capitalist economic system, even with a lens on the oppression it creates.
Though the majority of participants acted as strong proponents with some skepticism, one
participant vocally opposed the idea of profit generating and engaging in business. Elise teetered
on the fence about starting a social venture precisely because of these beliefs; to the point where
I questioned whether I should include her in the study. However, upon reflection, I believe the
tension Elise experiences around her beliefs on capitalism informs how people experience their
embeddedness. The passage below illustrates how Elise’s beliefs about generating profits does
not mesh with her desire to do good:
I don't feel like I'm a very business or money driven person. Maybe I don't even know
what a social venture is but my perception of it is that it has to do with those things and
for me, I would've never envisioned what I wanted to do as fitting in that. Partially
because...if I were to think of it in terms of a business, I don't want to do it to make
money, if that makes sense. A profit or anything.
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The idea of fitting into a profit-generating mode made Elise uncomfortable. One participant
struggled with adopting practices aligned with a capitalist economic system.
Participants predominantly adhered to the cultural norms and beliefs that align with a
capitalist economic system. By engaging in a business venture, accumulating capital,
maximizing consumers, and creating a workforce, participants tacitly further the economic
system. Yet even though they actively engage in business, the women hold varying beliefs about
the effectiveness of the economic system, ranging from acceptance, to skepticism, to disavowal.
The cultural norms and beliefs offer insight into participants’ economic embeddedness.
Personal and Professional Dichotomy
Participants described tension in the dichotomy between their personal and professional
spheres. Our cultural norms promote separation of the private home life and public work settings
(Ahl, 2006; Bourne & Calas, 2013; Ogbor, 2001). The participants experienced dissonance and
stress separating the personal and professional realms in two distinct ways. The first tension spot
centered on separating personal values from professional endeavors. The second area of
difficulty centered on the physical spaces of home and work and how to navigate competing
responsibilities – financial and role-based. Specifically, participants named juggling personal
and professional values, the burden of financial obligations, and dual roles.
Personal and professional values. The women participants experienced strain trying to
juggle career and personal values. For many of the women, this tension acted as point of
departure, where the strain of keeping values separate from work prompted them to explore
social entrepreneurship as an alternative to the separation. Participants articulated the presence
of artificial boundaries, feeling a void, and dealing with ethical chasms.
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Some participants disagreed with the idea of separate work and home spheres, feeling
that these were artificial boundaries. Kristina articulated her thoughts as follows: “Everything
you're told in a professional environment is you've got to keep your boundaries clear, don't mix
business with personal. All that, I don't know if that's true.” The boundary between personal
and professional realms often creates distance between “work” and “values.” Erica explained
that the finance sector culture promotes a separation between finance work and doing good; that
personal values to create a just society live in a separate sphere. She worked to expose this
dichotomous thinking. The women described how an artificial boundary exists between personal
and professional realms in market-based systems.
For many of the participants, having a profession separate from personal values created a
void. For Jessica, the void started in school, when studying finance, “I just didn't really care
about it, not that it's not important, it just wasn't my thing. I needed to figure out how to make it
applicable so that I actually gave a damn about what I was learning.” Brooke and Dani left the
corporate world to work in social entrepreneurship because they felt a void in their work.
Wendy explained that “it feels soulless for me to just do business or like create a system without
some kind of social purpose behind it, or social meaning.” Keeping the professional separate
from personal values made participants feel like something was missing.
When participants found that their profession clashed with their personal values, it
created an unsustainable ethical chasm. Heidi told a story about personal and professional
tensions:
I'm extremely idealistic and careful about what I align myself with. I actually quit my
full-time nonprofit job with literally a two week notice and no backup plan because there
were some practices going on within the organization that I did not personally agree with.
I thought we would be treating the women that we were working with better than we
were. There was some kind of unfair treatment going on and I was like, “Well, I don't
want to be associated with this. I'm out of here.”
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Similarly, Keri left the field of education because she felt as though administrative policies
harmed students. Kristina left her work in philanthropy because she felt the organization did not
align with her ideals to work on systemic issues. In each of these situations, participants
experienced an ethical chasm where their personal values did not align with their professional
realm.
Tension develops when keeping personal and professional spheres separate, as dictated
by market-based norms. Some experienced the difficulty of an artificial boundary. Others
believed the separation created a void. Lastly, for other participants, it created an unsustainable
ethical chasm. The separation of personal and professional realms created tension for
participants.
Burden of financial stability. Maintaining financial security often reinforces the need to
keep personal and professional values separate. Within a capitalist society, to live necessitates a
source of income, and each of the participants wrestled with a financial reality. Stacey described
how the need for a salary kept her away from fulfilling personal values:
I knew that I had these kids that I had to feed and I knew that the one thing that I felt was
really lacking in my life was an ability to give. I couldn't give my time, my money, my
resources, because I just didn't have any. That was a huge gap in my heart and my life.
Many of the participants did not yet take a salary from their business, which created a financial
burden. Heidi felt that she “couldn’t sustain this level of pro bono work forever.” Janelle,
Brooke, Julia, Ruth, and Briana held full time jobs in addition to their ventures. This made it
difficult to dedicate time and energy to their start-up. Erica expressed concern about dipping into
retirement funds in order to get her venture off the ground. Needing an income can make it
difficult to combine personal values with the professional realm.
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Dual roles. Women also had difficulties with dual and sometimes competing personal
and professional roles, echoing the literature (Ahl, 2006; de Bruin et al., 2006; Datta & Gailey,
2012). Jessica described what juggling a new venture and a new baby entailed: “I was so tired.
There's like two months that he [Jessica’s husband] would get home and I wanted to fall asleep
on the couch. You can't do it, much less get your work done. So literally the first two months
was just hard. Really hard. Figuring it out. There was a lot of tears.” Kristina found difficulties
beyond childcare, “the challenge was I have four dogs, two kids, laundry, dishes, all that stuff.”
As I discussed gender with Erica, she articulated that many women face the challenge dual roles:
A lot of them, they're still doing all the mom stuff and they're running a business.
They're still doing that. I thought about this the other day. I'm like, “Why am I still
cooking dinner? Why isn’t my husband making dinner?”
Having separate professional and personal realms often adds to the dual role tensions.
In this section, I discussed how participants experience dissonance between the personal
and professional realms. Participants acknowledged the tensions separate spheres can cause
between personal values and professional career choices. The need for financial stability adds
pressure to keep these spheres separate. Lastly, participants have dual roles to fill due to cultural
norms of women fulfilling a disproportionate level of work at home. Due to their embeddedness,
participants experience an economic landscape that artificially splits the personal and
professional realms.
Cracks in the System
Participants described seeing the cracks in a market-based system. The stories spanned a
global and local scope of situations. In the next section, I focus on stories; stories of living ‘the
hard’, observing the ugly, and solutions missing the mark.
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Some of the participants I interviewed had experienced living in pronounced difficulties
that inspired them to work on a social venture. At 18, Briana lived amidst domestic violence.
She and her family became homeless, eventually landing in a battered woman’s shelter. In
another scenario, when in high school, a classmate raped Jessica, and she lives still with the scars
of that experience. Meanwhile, Fathiyyaa lived through a civil war, a relocation camp, and
immigrating to a small town in Minnesota. I would argue that while these experiences do not
directly link to economic systems, support and safety net availability often tie to economics.
The women would often talk about seeing scenarios – ‘observing the ugly’ – which
spurred them into action. The stories cover a range of scenarios and severity. Below I will share
two stories that illustrate how participants experienced the plights embedded within a capitalist
system.
Heidi’s story illustrates how the drive for profits can create very real and human costs.
Heidi worked in the Philippines with a rehabilitation center for sex-trafficked women. Due to
the severe level of trauma, some women could not mentally or physically take part in education
programming. So they partnered with a local organization where the women would go off-site
and work making local products. Unfortunately, the woman who supervised the off-site
production sold the women back into the sex-trafficking trade. For these women, the ugly side
of profitmaking had devastating consequences.
Fathiyyaa struggled to watch as Somali refugees tried to settle into Minnesota and
attempted to strive for the American dream. She observed the following:
In 2012, is where it really took a turning for me. I was working as an interpreter for
Mayo clinic, and I was interpreting for a lot of the families, the majority who are
immigrants. Some of these women that are my age or younger, who have kids and don't
know the language are facing a lot more harsh challenges, barriers in the health system,
and are facing difficulties in their day to day life trying to adapt into a country…It really
broke my heart because they're coming into a country where you're told, live the
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American dream and opportunities are available to you if you apply to it, but that's not
what I saw. What I saw was more despair than anything.
Fathiyyaa saw how negative interactions with local Minnesotans who expressed their disdain for
immigrants often compounded the despair, particularly in the current political climate. Watching
how these women struggle to make it in the U.S. system prompted Fathiyyaa to pursue a
solution. Heidi and Fathiyyaa articulate stories of seeing difficult situations up close.
Alongside living through and observing cracks in the system, participants also expressed
frustration when working on an issue where the solution did not align with sustainable change.
Kristina struggled when working at a philanthropic organization on the issue of low-income
housing:
The biggest challenge I saw was the ongoing continuing of, “Well we can't really address
these root causes but we can find volunteers and we can start programs. We can get grant
money.” Nothing addressing any of the real stuff....the things that cause things. If you're
going to address living wage jobs, you have to talk to the business community. You have
to talk about what's the real bottom line. How do we lift quality of life in our community
based off of what you're paying your people? My boss wasn't going to go for that. Yeah.
They're like, “No, I'd rather just keep them at the pay rate they're at. You're doing a great
job with these programs and I can continue to get tax deductible donations. Let's keep
that going, it's working well.” For the 35 CEOs in town, it's working really well. That
really irritated me because, I know what it's like to be a teen mom living in our systems,
living in affordable housing, trying to navigate this stuff. Then you get to this position
where you've got the power to actually do something about it, but because of the power
that be, I was like, “no, no, no.”
While often well intended, participants chafed at situations where they could only apply a BandAid versus a more in-depth solution.
Whether participants had lived in difficult situations, observed horrible conditions, or
watched as efforts for social change did not address the root issue, each observed cracks in our
economic system. Yet, in many ways, these stories acted as motivators for participants. Seeing
cracks in the system created an opening for a new solution.
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Embrace of Social Entrepreneurship
Participant embeddedness in capitalist market-based norms created an embrace of social
entrepreneurship as a model. Many of the participants wrestled with which model to choose,
non-profit or a for-profit social enterprise. This section will discuss how they rationalized social
entrepreneurship as the best option.
Non-profits: Crabs in a barrel. As participants often justified their decision to create a
social enterprise with qualms about non-profits. Erica and Brooke argued that more competition
existed in non-profits than in the social enterprise landscape. As Erica put it:
Because in philanthropy and the non-profit universe, the underlying premise is
competition. I'll give you an example. I worked for an organization. It's called an
affinity group. It was Native American philanthropy. There was Asian American,
Pacific Islanders in philanthropy. There's Hispanics in philanthropy. All of us are what
are called identity based affinity groups….when it comes to grant writing, all of us, all six
of us are all in competition for those same grant dollars.....The whole premise of the nonprofit, the whole premise of philanthropy is no one wants to say this, but it's crabs in a
barrel. The mechanism is set up for crabs in a barrel mentality.
Brooke and Stacey also noted a high level of competitiveness among local non-profits, due to the
sheer volume of non-profits. Competition created a deterrent for participants considering the
non-profit route.
Several participants had negative experiences in their previous work at non-profits.
Jessica, Keri, Heidi, and Brooke felt that non-profits created a lot of barriers, the environments
often bogged down in bureaucracy. Elise struggled with management and how they allocated
resources to the staff. Keri, as discussed earlier, saw non-profits as the “ghetto-ization” of
women due to the low pay structure within non-profits. Negative experiences triggered wary
opinions towards non-profits.
Lastly, several participants believed in the unsustainability of non-profits. Heather felt
that non-profits dedicated too many resources to finding grants, which led to instability for the
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organization. She and her partner felt that “essentially we don't want to have to rely on renewed
grants every year, to be sustainable.” Stacey talked, too, about her inclination towards a
charitable giving model, but did not like “throwing money towards problems” as a solution.
Sustainability deterred participants from selecting to start a non-profit.
Social enterprise: The ideal solution. Most participants believed in social enterprise the
ideal model; a superior solution to both strictly commercial for-profit and non-profit models.
The combination of for-profit and doing good “just works” (Heather). Brooke explained the
importance of embracing both business and social elements:
There is a lot of examples of people who have tried to work in the social enterprise sector
who either don't get the business side or don't get the nonprofit side and they don't work.
You really have to understand both, both that the business needs to be profitable and
sustainable in order to best serve the people that you're trying to serve. If your business
isn't making money you're not doing the best service for...You're actually doing a
disservice for the people you serve.
Participant embeddedness in the capitalist economic structure created a belief in social
entrepreneurship as a “true and viable business model; it is an economic wheel that turns and
allows us to do good” (Stacey). Business and profits act as a vehicle to do social good.
Participants viewed social entrepreneurship as a sustainable model and a force for
creativity in how to solve the world’s problems. For Wendy, the “most appealing thing is the
creative destruction. It's interruption of the market. You are changing things in a way that hasn't
been done.” Wendy echoes Schumpeter (1934/2011a), social entrepreneurship fits into the
master narrative about capitalism as a force for creative destruction.
In this section, I illustrated how participants selected social entrepreneurship over other
models. The participants frequently justified their decision by pointing out flaws with existing
non-profit structures, naming competition, bureaucracy, and unsustainable financial practices.
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Moreover, they embraced social entrepreneurship, and believed that a vehicle embracing marketbased norms would be a better approach.
Overall, the participants strongly echoed market-based norms throughout their
commentary on social entrepreneurship. They resonated with the market-based norms of
creating a business, seeking capital accumulation, maximizing consumerism, and promoting
workforce development. Some participants believe that the economic system works, yet some
hold skepticism or outright objections to capitalism. Another norm, the separation of personal
and professional spheres, created strain for participants. Moreover, many saw cracks or
experienced frustration with the economic system. The positive and negative experiences
embedded within the economic system led to an embrace of social entrepreneurship.
Rational-Linear Norms
U.S. cultural embeddedness also includes a rational-linear lens (Dey & Steyaert, 2010).
During the interviews, I kept hearing participants seeking to find the order of things. After
delving into those statements more, I found that women held strong expectations around a
rational-linear worldview. Even though many women described the pursuing the unknown
described as creative destruction above, they wanted to create their business in an orderly
manner. The women actively worked to create order out of chaos, to find tools that would
facilitate a rational-linear model, and hoped for linear outcomes.
Order out of Chaos
The participants held expectations of an ordered social venture experience. Some women
exhibited anxiety when discussing the ways their venture “felt chaotic” (Kristina). Participants
struggled to create order within chaos in their expectations about the launch, interlaced with an
effort to get clear, and finally feeling stress about ambiguity.
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Participants experience both internal and external pressures to create a business in an
orderly and planful manner. As Julia started out, she experienced “so much unknown that there
was no... I wanted a game plan of, okay, if you're going to start, do xyz.” Briana echoed the
desire for order, and noted that many entrepreneurial coaching materials advise a linear approach
to starting a business.

The expectation of order carries over to daily functions of the

business. Jessica felt better when she could:
…write down everything I want to get done for the week with my business and then try
to break it up by days. Monday I'm going to write all my Facebook posts for the week,
and just try to plan it that way.
Erica also wanted to ensure she had a functioning sales funnel and supplemental communication
plan for how to respond to clientele in an ordered and measurable way. She did not want to “be
figuring it out on the way.” Participants expect order.
Moreover, investors and interested parties often request evidence of a rational, planned
out approach. External parties expect order in what really exists as chaos.
Somebody says, "Let me see your business plan," and...there's 65 different variations of a
business plan. Every business needs a different thing. Let's all be honest: the first couple
years of business, you're just making up those numbers. Nobody really knows what they
are, so you're just throwing numbers at the wall to see what sticks. (Stacey)
Both internal and external expectations align with a rational-linear approach to launching a
business.
The need for order seemed to create a wariness of being too fuzzy, participants wanted to
‘get clear’ as they launched their business. In her work, Keri often felt “all over the place.”
Wendy believed that on an “efficient, productive, and professional level, that I could be a lot
sharper.” When coaching other women entrepreneurs, Dani mentioned she spent a lot of time
with women, trying to help them get clear on what they wanted to do. Getting clear seemed to
illicit a feeling of control.
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The need to get clear also conveyed the existence of a “right” way to be in the social
enterprise space. When Keri told people about her business, they did not get it, which she
interpreted as a sign that she needed better marketing. She had not found the “right” approach.
Similarly, Stacey expected that an elusive correct answer existed:
I had a meeting last week and somebody said to me, “So what do you need right now?
What's your biggest barrier to growth?” I was like, “Um, um, I think I'm supposed to say
money, but I'm not sure that that's really the right answer.” You know?
The combination of feeling out of control and desire for correct answers kept participants from
feeling clear about their work.
Expecting order generates significant stress among participants. Keri had a hard time
talking about her challenges around gaining clients; she felt stressed due to the “unpredictability”
of her monthly client roster. Stacey articulated the stress of so many paths forward, “There's so
many voices. There's so much noise.” Multiple options without a clear path created anxiety for
participants.
In addition to unclear paths forward, participants often experienced game changing
events that threw them off their intended plans. Brooke lost her non-profit business partner just
after her business launched:
It was so devastating. Oh my gosh, so I had just launched and then, three weeks later.
The CEO decided it wasn't going to work. Come to find out he was retiring in a couple
of months so it was because he didn't want any project just before he retired. That was
why, but they didn't tell me that. I was devastated. I was heartbroken.
For Brooke, things had not gone according to plan. When Fathiyyaa held her business launch
event, she discovered her friends and family had experienced significant duress. A leader in the
Somali community had threatened the jobs of people who were planning to attend Fathiyyaa’s
event. Yet, many people attended anyway, and seven community members subsequently lost
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their jobs, throwing Fathiyyaa into a tailspin about what to do next. I heard numerous stories
about plans going awry, and the stress that accompanied those moments.
The participants of the study held strong expectations of rational-linear order when
launching their ventures. They tried to find ways to plan things out, in business strategy as well
as daily functions. Participants wanted to get clear and focus. Lastly, participants experienced
stress in ambiguity, from too many options to significant events that took them off-course. To
alleviate the stressors of chaos, women social entrepreneurs looked for tools that could introduce
a more structured environment.
Tools to Create Order
Participants invested energy looking for tools to create order. Several programs and
resources promote a planful approach to business. Participants looked for tools as they grappled
with getting their business off the ground, such as a better business plan, operations tools, and
better communication skills.
Many participants believed a business plan was a critical tool for a start-up. Brooke
works on business plans in a coaching capacity and encourages:
all social entrepreneurs to actually sit down and write the business plan. Actually do the
leg work because social enterprises that I've seen that haven't worked out is because they
didn't have that plan or any of those things. They didn't know margins, they didn't know
profits, they didn't know their target market, they didn't know their competitors, so all of
those things obviously come out in a business plan.
Brooke believes that a business plan will add order, predictability, and even success. Ruth also
valued predictability. She felt that by doing the business plan, “you know your target market and
you know your margins really, really well, you know all the costs that go into it...If you plan for
all of that, it's an educated risk.” Business plans add order and decrease risk.
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In addition to adopting business plans, participants also learned management and
operations to create a rational-linear approach to their business. Several women had explored
specific operation-based tools such as: marketing, researching your target audience,
understanding supply and demand, knowing how to do accounting. Each of these tools helps to
make the business more efficient, and provide some order.
In addition to tools, participants worked to adopt communication skills that facilitate
order. Briana emphasized the importance of learning how to deliver your business in a oneminute pitch. A succinct approach to explaining how your business aligned with people’s linear
expectations of understanding your business proposal. Others mentioned the importance of
strong presentation and communication skills. Participants value creating messaging in a clear
fashion.
Amidst a sea of options, women social entrepreneurs seek tools to manage the chaos of
their ventures. Business plans create a clear path forward. Many participants spend time
learning new tools in marketing and accounting to manage their business. Lastly, specific
communication styles facilitate a rational-linear style. Women adopted tools to facilitate order
and growth.
Linear Outcomes and Growth
While using these tools to create order, participants ultimately wanted to grow their
business. In my final focus group in November, I asked participants for measures of success,
and they named financial growth as the primary measure. Participants named internal and
external motivators for achieving linear growth.
When participants imagined a future for their business, they held internal expectations
around ways to financially grow their venture.
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Oh my gosh, I think about that all the time. I think about that all the time, or like what
that could look like for me. I think about scaling that aspect of it. There would be some
things that people could purchase. Shirts, merch, things like that. I think about scaling
that. I think about taking that international. (Dani)
In another example, Brooke planned to pursue organic certification later as she once she grew
her business. Likewise, Fathiyyaa wanted to expand into culturally appropriate clothing lines for
factories. Briana hoped to add videos and other positive behavioral merchandise. Jessica felt
pressure to do more, to grow. Participants experienced growth as an internal driver.
Yet in addition to personal, internalized goals, participants also felt external pressures for
growth. To start, many women cited industry best practice standards of growth. To gain
investment funding, Heidi noted most angel investors look primarily for growth within a
business plan. Erica confirmed this industry standard, and said entrepreneurial definitions have
scaling built in as a sign of a successful business. Yet participants also felt pressure from friends
and family. Dani felt pressure to grow into a digital space, hearing from sources: "Oh you need
an app for your business." External expectations often promoted venture growth.
Both internal and external expectations often center on the idea of linear growth. The
women in the study held expectations of growth in their business planning. External pressures
also encouraged an eye on scaling and growth. Forward linear motion framed the creation of
these women’s social ventures.
Women social entrepreneurs feel the presence of a rational-linear norms. They
experience expectations of wanting to create order amidst chaos. Participants spend generous
amounts of time trying to strategize and implement tools that will enhance a rational-linear
approach. Lastly, creating linear growth as an indicator of success. Participants live within
cultural embeddedness that includes a rational-linear norms.
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Individualistic Norms
U.S. individualistic cultural norms shape the participants’ embeddedness. In an
individualistic society, the individual role has precedence compared to the larger community
(Hofstede, 1986). Conversely, in collectivist societies, priority lives with the needs of the
society. Societies can live on a spectrum between individualist and collectivist, yet within the
US, individualism reigns. For participants, participants spoke most frequently with the lens of
“I.” In this section I will talk about how participants embody individualistic norms: as the
‘primary actor’, in the reverence of individual achievement, and in relying on individual
assessment.
Individual as Primary Actor
In an individualistic society, the culture emphasizes the primacy of the individual actor.
Individuals believe they control their own destiny, they take actions in individual ways.
Participants experienced individualistic norms by promoting self-sufficiency, creating a solo
venture, and in social enterprise professional discourse.
Within an individualistic society, dominant cultural artifacts promote self-sufficiency.
Interestingly, the focus on self-sufficiency often occurred when participants talked about others.
In her non-profit work, Kristina observed that grant objectives centered on recipients becoming
“self-sufficient; to not be dependent on government resources.” Brooke described selfsufficiency as a primary goal of for her venture; by providing education and skills to
marginalized women ages 18-24. Participants emphasized self-sufficiency.
Embodying these norms of self-suffiency, the act of creating a solo venture also
illustrates the underlying tendency towards individualistic norms. Of the participants, nine
women created their own venture. For Wendy, individuals should “be vulnerable and put
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yourself out there.” Individuals need to act. Elise explained “I tend to be somebody that I like to
do things by my own rules as much as possible.” Creating a solo venture is an act of
individualism.
Within the sea of individualistic entrepreneurs, the social entrepreneurship narrative
emphasizes collaboration, yet participants found individualism found within the field. In the
focus group, we talked about how the volume of organizations and resources made the field feel
scattered. Stacey was frustrated with the lack of community in social entrepreneurship:
there should be a central place that we can all come together and we can all rally and
collaborate, and make a bigger difference, yet that doesn't really exist. At least from my
perspective...I think it's because it still remains one-for-one instead of one-for-all.
Participants experience embedded individualistic cultural tendencies within the field of social
entrepreneurship.
Strands of individualistic norms appeared in the way participants talked about the
individual as the primary actor. The women had strong beliefs around self-sufficiency. Their
actions of creating a solo venture illustrated their belief in individual actions. Lastly, some
participants felt that in the field of social entrepreneurship individualism reigns, evidenced by a
lack of cohesiveness. Participants’ commentary demonstrates an embodiment of the individual
as the primary actor.
Individual Achievement
Participants believed in the importance of individual achievement; the hero narrative
lives on. Much of the conversation with participants centered on things that reinforce the idea of
a heroic individual. The women described reinforcing public messages and rewards.
Much of the public discourse surrounding social entrepreneurs conveys the entrepreneur
as someone special. Websites feature individuals on a regular basis, talking about their unique
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journey. The dominant rhetoric implies a lack of accessibility to the field. As Dani said, “not
everyone's cut out for entrepreneurship, and that's the truth because it is hard. It can be hard. It
can be really hard. You're either made for it, or you're not, and that's it.” Keri impressed people
at her high school reunion, “I always knew you'd do something really important.” People
perceive entrepreneurs as special and distinctive, a select club who can achieve great things.
Tangentially, some participants chafe at the perception of the glamorous entrepreneurial
life. Julia said, “People think that being an entrepreneur is this glamorous, amazing thing.
They're like, oh, you go around and drink coffee and take pictures of jewelry, you have the best
life!” Erica felt as though people based their perceptions on the media version of
entrepreneurship: “It's not like this press the magic wand, and then all of a sudden life is magical,
and roses, and you're on The Profit, or you're on Shark Tank or something.” Participants often
encountered public misconceptions about the glamourous entrepreneur.
Likewise, I discovered beliefs on the scope of heroism; that social entrepreneurs worked
to save the world. When I interviewed Dani, she felt unsure whether or not she fit the study
parameters, and had not previously identified herself as a social entrepreneur. In her mind,
“sometimes I think about it as some of my non-profit clients who are sending books to Africa
and building classrooms, or half of my proceeds go to whoever, and I'm like, ‘Mine don't. Half
of it goes to savings.’” Yet the core of her mission is social; she seeks to empower women
entrepreneurs. Participants confirmed the pervasive hero narrative embedded in public
messages, and also noted this messaging was reinforced by rewards.
When pursuing this heroic narrative, entrepreneurs can gain different types of rewards for
their work, starting with recognition. Individuals can receive rewards and public recognition in
various forums: websites, blogs, articles, etc. National publications have featured several
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participants, including Jessica, Brooke, Julia, Briana, and Janelle. Stacey argued that social
entrepreneurs seek out recognition: “we want our program to grow and be so impactful that
people notice. I think there's a propensity to say, ‘Well, I want my name in lights,’ or ‘I want to
be recognized for my contribution.’” Recognition rewards participants.
In addition, individuals can win competitions and grants within the field of social
entrepreneurship. By standing out as an individual, you can gain funding for your venture.
Briana entered into different arenas, and “raise $20,000 last year to get Dolls for All seeded from
Angel Investors.” The ability to stand out can garner public recognition and financial rewards.
Women social entrepreneurs value individual achievement, which echoes the
predominant hero narrative. Women experience valuation of entrepreneurs as special,
glamourous, and working to alleviate global issues. Moreover, the incentives permeate the field
through public recognition and financial rewards. The hero narrative lives on in their
experiences through the idea of individual achievement.
Relying on Individual Assessment
People within individualistic cultures tend to independently assess and make judgments
about the right way forward. Heidi relied on individual assessment early on in her career,
I did the typical 20-something White girl thing where I was like, "I'm going to move over
here and help these people," and just was completely clueless and entirely stupid about it.
I shudder to think what would've happened if I would've just kept bulldozing my way
through, "I'm going to be a humanitarian! I'm going to do all these things without a
second thought about that!”
Heidi articulates what I refer to as individual assessment; the tendency to make judgments based
on an individual perspective. Jessica shared a similar story from an experience in her late teens:
I spent my freshman year trying to figure out how to build this women's shelter, I met
with different shelters and was learning the best practices in Minnesota and how can we
apply those to other countries. There's so many things I would change about it just
because I was 18 and didn't really have any international experience. I think I went down
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with a decently open mind but also this idea of “I need to help them, they should do it this
way.” Enough of the local women were willing to push back on me on some of those
things and it was ultimately implemented in their way which is good.
Jessica initially acted with her own individual assessment, but shifted when she experienced
pushback. These examples illustrate a tendency embedded from a young age. Heidi and Jessica
talk about assessment as their default mode; a mode that shifted only with work. The U.S.
cultural tendency prompts people to individually assess and act according to their own
judgments.
When living with an “I” lens, participants see themselves as individual actors, striving for
individual achievements, with an inclination to individually assess the correct way forward.
Participant embeddedness culturally values an “I” frame of reference. Individualistic norms
shape how participants interact with their environment.
Chapter Summary: Findings on Embeddedness
In chapter four, I provide a foundation for how participant embeddedness incorporates
social, cultural, and economic norms. The previous sections support how participant
embeddedness includes gender, market-based, rational-linear, and individualistic norms.
Participants experience gender norms, focusing on the presence of gender disparities,
intersectionality, and feeling the boundaries. Participants also embody market-based norms in
their beliefs, in the dichotomy of personal and professional spheres, through cracks in the
existing system, and lastly by their embrace of social entrepreneurship. Moreover, participants
conveyed rational-linear norms to create order from chaos, used tools and skills to minimize
chaos, and the showed a preference for linear outcomes. Lastly, participants’ embeddedness
includes individualistic tendencies; they adopted the role of the primary actor, strived for
individual achievement, and exercised individual assessment. Though the participants bring
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diversity in demographics, professional background, and venture characteristics, participants
share predominant norms. In Figure 4, I illustrate how the findings on embeddedness render to
the statement of the problem.

Figure 4. Evolving illustration: Embeddedness findings. This figure includes findings on
embeddedness.
Not only did the findings convey how participants experience embeddedness of gender, marketbased, rational-linear, and individualistic norms; the data confirmed the existing narrative of
entrepreneurship as a male, market-based, rational-linear, and individual endeavor. In the next
chapter, I explore how participants navigate their embeddedness.
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CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS ON CREATIVITY
In chapter five, I begin to explore how participants navigate their embeddedness when
creating a social venture. Chapter four provided an overview of participant embeddedness
within cultural, social, and economic norms. The findings indicate that women social
entrepreneurs live entrenched within gender, market-based, rational-linear, and individualistic
norms. In the next three chapters – five, six, and seven – I will shift the focus to discuss how
women navigate these norms as they launch a social venture. My findings indicate that
participants engage in continual creative churn, moving among five distinct themes I identify as
considering, imagining, meshing, spinning, and learning. These base themes then translate into
the following chapter categories: creativity, churn, and growth. In this chapter, I will first
illustrate how I identified the themes, and then will launch into an overview of the findings in the
first category – creativity.
Overview of Creative Churn
I first discovered that within each of the elements of embeddedness, participants engaged
in specific approaches when navigating existing norms. In Figure 5, I have listed the emerging
codes of how women navigated norms within their embeddedness:
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Gender

Market-Based
Norms

Rational/Linear
Norms

Individualistic
Norms

Legitimacy

Personal/
professional

Failing
forward

Critical selfassessment

Unlearning

Finding the
gap

Seeing
chaos

I & we

Resilience

Icky
decisions

Windows/
walls

Coming
alongside

Envisioning

Creating
good

Compass/
map

Weightiness

Showing up

Changing
systems

Reconsidering
success

Finding
community

Awareness

New skills

Readiness

Concern
about harm

Business
identity
issues

Embracing
motion

Improvising
Figure 5. Emerging codes. This figure includes emerging codes from data analysis.
I intended to write up the findings as shown, following each embeddedness theme. Yet, as I
further analyzed the findings, I noticed commonalities across the themes. As an avid ‘crocheter’,
I felt as though I wanted to pull strands of yarn across the themes of embeddedness. So I looked
again. In Figure 6, I illustrate how I started to see patterns across the strands:
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Gender

Market-Based
Norms

Rational/Linear
Norms

Individualistic
Norms

Legitimacy

Personal/
professional

Failing
forward

Critical selfassessment

Unlearning

Finding the
gap

Seeing chaos

I & we

Resilience

Icky decisions

Windows/
walls

Coming
alongside

Envisioning

Creating good

Compass/
map

Weightiness

Showing up

Changing
systems

Reconsidering
success

Finding
community

Awareness

New skills

Readiness

Concern
about harm

Business
identity issues

Embracing
motion

Improvising

Figure 6. Patterns among themes. This figure includes emerging patterns within themes.
I had identified new themes. In Figure 7, I flip the original model away from embeddedness
themes into what I refer to as creative churn.
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Considering
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Imagining

Envisioning

Meshing

Spinning

Showing
up

Legitimacy

Learning

Unlearning

Finding
the gap

Creating
good

Changing
system

Business
identity issues

Resilience

Seeing
chaos

Improvising

Personal/
professional

Weightiness

New skills

Reconsidering
success

Windows/
walls

Compass/
map

Icky
decisions

Failing
forward

Critical selfassessment

Coming
alongside

I & we

Readiness

Finding
community

Embracing
motion

Concern
about harm

Figure 7. Revised themes: Navigation. This figure illustrates the navigational themes of creative
churn.
Participants, while navigating their embeddedness, do so while moving between the following
approaches of considering, imagining, meshing, spinning, and learning.
Yet the participants do not move through these themes in a linear or sequential way.
Instead, they bounce back and forth between them, as I illustrate in Figure 8.
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Imagining

Considering

Learning

Meshing

Spinning

Figure 8. Creative churn. This figure illustrates the multidirectional nature of creative churn.
The visual conveys participants move among different approaches. Participants’ experiences do
not follow a linear format, but instead shift throughout the launch of their venture.
Yet even with considerable traffic between the themes, for presentation purposes within
this dissertation, I use a linear format. In the following three chapters, I align the themes with
larger categories of creativity, churn, and growth, as illustrated in Figure 9.
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Chapter 5: Creativity

• Considering
• Imagining
• Meshing

Chapter 6: Churning

• Spinning

Chapter 7: Growth

• Learning

Figure 9. Creative churn chapters. This figure provides a chapter overview.
Chapter five will focus on those themes that relate to creativity, and will include a description of
considering, imagining, and meshing.
Considering
As more and more women came in, and I was hearing stories of their life and their
experience, I was like, "Nobody's doing anything, at all, to help lift up and connect
women-owned businesses to women who want to start businesses.” Nobody looks at
things in a different light.
– Kristina

Participants engage in considering by pausing to consider, question, and analyze what
currently is. This theme captures the ability to re-examine a determined reality and consider that
the world is alterable. In visual terms, I pictured the main character from the movie The Matrix
frozen in mid-air, pausing to look around at a world slowed down, seeing things that went
unnoticed when at normal speed. Within the literature, this theme perhaps aligns most closely to
what scholars call opportunity recognition (Peredo & McLean, 2006; Shane & Venkataraman,
2000; Zahra et al., 2009). Yet, in my findings, due to embeddedness, participant recognition of
opportunities is more nuanced and less reliant on individual intuition. In Figure 10, I illustrate
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how within each layer of embeddedness, specific themes emerged around how participants
engage in considering.
Gender Norms
•Awareness of
oppression

Market-Based &
Gender Norms
•Finding the
gap

Rational-Linear
Worldview
•Considering
chaos
•Reconsidering
success

Individualism
•Critical selfawareness

Figure 10. Considering: Sub-themes. This figure provides sub-themes of considering.
In this section, I present the four sub-themes of considering: awareness of oppression, finding the
gap, considering chaos and success, critical self-awareness.
Considering Gender Norms: Awareness of Oppression
As noted in chapter four, participants experience embeddedness within gender norms,
living out a construct that serves to marginalize them in their role as a woman entrepreneur.
Participants considered gender in different ways, with responses ranging from acceptance of
existing norms to thinking through how to respond to the oppression in their field. Below, I will
discuss participants utilize considering to understand and cope with gender constructs when
entering into the field.
Understanding gender constructs. In addition to participants seeing gender disparities
and feeling boundaries as discussed in chapter four, participants consider what gender means to
their experience. I stumbled on a variety of interpretations about gender as a construct of
oppression. Participants aligned themselves with patriarchal norms, avoided acknowledgement,
or recognized the construct.
Some participants aligned with patriarchal norms. They considered gender in a way that
supported existing constructs. During Stacey’s interview, we had an interesting interlude where

120
she described that women used collaboration more because, “the male-owned companies tend to
be large and more competitive.” I heard similar statements from Keri and Ruth that women
collaborated whereas men competed, thus reinforcing existing ideas about gender norms. These
statements did not recognize gender as a construct, but more as a trait-based reality.
Yet other participants avoided acknowledgement of gender as a construct of oppression.
When I asked Stacey why she believed men owned larger businesses, she responded, “I'm sitting
here thinking through it and I don't normally think through it on a gender basis, so this is my first
time thinking, ‘Why is that?’” In another example, during the focus group session, participants
did not identify gender as a primary tension point initially. Yet in further discussion, Janelle
pointed out “I did not select gender as a tension, because part of me doesn’t want to see it.”
Even though Janelle discussed gender in her interview, she did not want to acknowledge it as a
construct that influenced her work. Some women preferred to avoid considering how gender
influenced them as a professional.
Amongst examples of alignment and avoiding recognition, other participants overtly
called out gender as a construct. They travelled diverse paths to this perspective. For Jessica,
her rape experience “was the first time that I probably noted that I experienced oppression as a
woman.” Women experiencing intersectionality of race and gender visibly viewed the construct
when they became the only woman of color in the room. Participants confirmed the issue of
funding difficulties as referenced in the literature (de Bruin et al., 2006; Folta, Seguin,
Ackerman, & Nelson, 2012; McQuaid, Smith-Doerr, & Monti, 2010).
The system is set up for you not to be successful. When you look at it, four percent of all
the venture capital goes to women who own organizations. Four percent! It's an even
smaller percentage that goes to women of color. Right? (Erica)
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Dominant norms reinforce inequity for women. Some participants grasped systemic inequities
as a gender related construct.
Women considered gender through varying lenses. I would argue that participants did
not solely fit into one category, but at times considered the world by aligning with, avoiding, or
acknowledging gender as a construct. As Kristina noted, “Gender, that shows up every day here,
too, with everybody. I'm not going to lie.” How women considered gender as they started a
venture varied among participants.
Coping with gender constructs. Participants conveyed a need to cope with the
embedded structures of gender norms and oppression. When considering how to move into the
social venture world, Erica likened the experience to “walking into a caged bear.” With an
inequitable system, participants coped by moving it aside, actively not choosing anger, and
embracing false confidence.
Some participants explained their style of coping as assessing oppression in the field and
‘moving it aside.’ Briana and Janelle used metaphorical descriptions of putting oppression in the
back of your mind.
You can either let all that stuff get at you every day, or you can decide, “I have stuff to
do.” If you mentally let that eat at you as a woman entrepreneur or a minority
entrepreneur, you'll never get anything done. (Janelle)
Women coped by moving thoughts about oppression to the side as they entered the field.
While some moved it aside, other participants talked about actively not choosing anger.
These women believed anger took people down a less constructive path. In a passage that
illustrates the pause participants experience – the consideration of how to respond – Erica
explains her thoughts on responding to micro-aggressions as a Black/Native woman:
It's these micro-aggressions that happen. My husband, who's funny, my husband is
White. He's so funny, because he's just like...I remember when we first got married, and
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he was starting to experience some of the things that I would experience by association.
He would just be like, "How are you not angry all the time?" I said, "First of all, there
are some people who live their life that way. I choose not to, because ...yeah, I choose
not to, one, because there are so many beautiful things in life, but I also really believe in
my heart that that's where cancer comes from.” That's where you have high blood
pressure, and you start to have these...If you allow that to happen, then they've won. It's
easy to get in the gutter. It's easy, but then that just rationalizes those behaviors. It gives
them all the more reason to...you just can't let that happen. You just can't.
By considering alternatives to anger, participants coped with systems of oppression.
Alongside moving oppression aside, and avoiding anger, some women discussed
adopting ‘false confidence’ to enter into the male dominated sphere of entrepreneurship.
Different from resilience, false confidence means to consider the obstacles in front of you, and
adopt a confident demeanor or approach, even amidst difficult scenarios.
I think resilience is about survivorship, right? Being resilient, I've been through as
privileged as I am at this place where I'm at, I've been through a lot of shit. I've been
through horrible, horrible things. I've survived in spite of that. That's resilience. You're
like, "Whatever is going to happen is not going to beat me. Even if this doesn't work out,
I'm still going to be okay." That, to me, is resilience. That's very different than, "I'm
going to go into this room with a whole bunch of people who don't look like me, ask
them for money, knowing that they may not get me. They may not understand me. They
may not like the way my hair is. They may not like the clothes I wear, particularly for
first and second generation women who might come to a meeting in their traditional garb.
To be seen as less than, because they're dressing that way. (Erica)
There is a distinction here, about embracing false confidence, and considering before moving
forward despite not aligning with the predominant identify or norms of the profession. Women
used false confidence to cope with a male gendered environment.
Participants consider gender as they move into the field of social entrepreneurship. In
varying ways, they consider by understanding gendered constructs in aligning, avoiding, or
recognizing gender norms. Participants also cope through considering by mentally moving it
aside, actively not choosing anger, or embracing ‘false confidence.’ In this particular theme,
participants experience pause or consideration when navigating gender norms.
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Considering Market-Based and Gender Norms: Finding the Gap
Each of the women social entrepreneurs experienced finding a gap. When entering into a
social venture, participants consider what exists and how it might be different. The process
finding a gap sometimes presented as a slow burn, while for others: “it was kind of like a
lightning bolt hitting me off my horse” (Erica). Participants found gaps through drawing on
personal experience, analyzing existing situations, paying attention to industry trends, and
external prompting.
Some participants experienced personal life events that drew their attention to an issue.
From these life experiences, they reconsidered their surroundings.
What I've seen from my experience in the shelter, a lot of times the parents get all the
therapy and the kids are just put in these play spaces. The kids don't really get to
articulate what's going on at home or get to express or get to talk about it or heal from it,
and so that's where I like integrating myself within that type of work. (Briana)
During Briana’s experience with domestic abuse, she paused to look at her situation, and found a
gap in existing services. Fathiyyaa’s experience with people losing their jobs to attend her event
alerted her to existing employment vulnerabilities in her community. Participants drew on
personal experiences when considering existing gaps in the market-based structure.
When participants identified a gap through a personal experience, they also used analysis
to think through and consider alternatives to existing situations.
I started working at Ten Thousand Villages which is a non-profit, fair-trade store and
their target market is women 40 to 65 and it was just crazy how many people my age
were coming in, seeing products or being excited about the mission. You could walk
around the store and be like "This is from this country, this is from the other country, it's
providing fair trade jobs to people all over the place." They would never buy anything
because it wasn't their style and it wasn't their price point. (Jessica)
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Through her analysis, Jessica realized existing fair-trade stores did not met millennial market
needs. Kristina had already opened her co-working space, when her analysis yielded a pattern:
The people that kept coming back in our first week of being open were women. They
were like, "I have an idea for a business. I just don't even know where to get started.
How much money did you have to put into this to get this off the ground?" Everybody
has these ideas of what takes to get a business on the ground, but you really don't know,
and if you don't know, you don't know. Where else do you go to get what you need to
know? As more and more women came in, I was like, “Nobody's doing anything, at all,
to help lift up and connect women-owned businesses to women who want to start
businesses in this community, or supporting women-owned businesses.”
Her analysis of how people utilized her space prompted Kristina to consider improving existing
support structures for women social entrepreneurs. Likewise, Dani picked up on patterns among
her women clientele, and how this shaped the coaching services she offered. Participants draw
on analysis to find gaps in existing structures.
Several women also considered existing gaps by paying attention to industry and market
trends. Erica attended a conference about impact investing:
I’m like, “I really want to understand what this is and what this looks like and what this
means,” because I had a hunch of what I thought it meant, like the undercurrent of what it
meant, but I wanted to kind of truth test it. When I went to that meeting, I was like “Oh.”
I was completely blown away for a number of reasons. One, the lack of people of color
who were in the room. I think I was the only person of color in the room. Two, the fact
that I felt like this was a mechanism that was being used to perpetuate wealth without
really thinking about the impact on communities that wealth was being built on.
Her embeddedness as a woman of color layered with her knowledge of economic inequity
allowing her to see a gap in the industry. Janelle found a gap when she moved to the Twin
Cities:
I was doing a few conferences and getting to know the tech community, I started to see
there were some real voids in the community. That connection with tech and data, it’s
starting to brew now but it’s something that Minneapolis is still working on, merging
strategists and data people to technology people.
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She saw within her industry, a gap existed. Wendy also saw an industry gap of compostable
portapotties; she noticed wide acceptance on the West Coast and considered that there may be a
similar opportunity in the Midwest. Participants found gaps by paying attention to the industry
trends, yet sometimes these observations began with external prompting.
Three women had a friend or acquaintance nudge them to consider a new idea. Janelle’s
friend started asking her about how she could use data to run her art business. Heidi’s friend in
the Philippines contacted her for help. Stacey had external prompting for her venture as well:
Basically, what I was hearing from people within the fitness industry, my personal
trainers would say, "My clients are great. They show up, they work out, but then their
diet just trashes everything they've done and they just can't keep on track and they need
something more convenient." I started making paleo meals, which is grain-free, dairyfree, sugar-free, eat like a caveman, basically. I was doing it from home, so I was
working a job, taking care of the kids, and then my weekends were spent cooking and
providing 21 meals per client. I ended up with about 12 to 15 clients. It was too much.
So I just said, "I have to step away from this business, it's too much," but I had several
people who said, "You know you used to make this snack-y granola thing. Will you keep
making that for me, even though you're not doing meals? Will you just do that one?"
External requests drew Stacey’s focus to the need for a healthy snack. Janelle, Heidi, and Stacey
found gaps for a product by listening to those around them.
The women’s embeddedness shaped how they found gaps in the market. Some drew on
personal experiences to identify and analyze gaps. Other women identified gaps by paying
attention to industry and market trends. These trends were at times individually identified, or the
result of external prompting. All of this necessitates a pause – a willingness to consider an issue.
Participants, through their consideration, work to find gaps in existing services and systems.
Considering Rational-Linear Norms: Chaos and Success
Participants exist within rational-linear norms, and spend time considering how to find
order and success. Yet where participants expect to find order, they instead navigate chaos. This
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section will outline how women social entrepreneurs re-consider measures of success and
consider the presence of chaos.
Considering measures of success. Moreover, within rational-linear norms people
promote growth as the measure of success, yet I found that women social entrepreneurs consider
different measures of success in their work. These measures span outside of the typical venturebased measures. Instead, participants consider of social change, ethical business practices, and
self-defined impacts found in their work.
Social change. Social enterprise as a model breaks traditional rational-linear norms by
using social success measures in addition to economic measures. I asked each of the participants
if and how they felt their venture contributed to social change. The success measures ranged
from change on an individual level to far-reaching impact.
Some women thought about social change as an individual endeavor, and sought to
consider ways that their actions could impact the world.
I'm probably on the starfish end of just help one starfish. Just throw one starfish back in
the ocean, whereas Tom's Shoes is at the other end of being able to impact the whole
village or community or whatnot. I'm not going to make that much of a difference on my
own. I know that, but that doesn't mean I'm not going to do what I can do. (Stacey)
Similar to Briana, Stacey emphasized small impact: “I know my product is not the end all be all.
But it's the start to something. And it's changing the way we have conversations. I'm a part of
that change, the shift in that conversation.” Participants considered social change at an
individual level.
Other participants may have held individual goals, but also looked towards far-reaching
social change goals. Fathiyyaa wanted to create women’s empowerment in the Somali
community. Keri emphasized women’s empowerment as an overarching goal. Brooke’s
primary measure of success included going out of business:
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If my business didn't even exist to serve that purpose [economic opportunities for young
women ages 18-24], that would be fine. If I work myself out of a job, that's great. That's
the long-term goal that there won't be poverty because of social enterprise.
Heidi embraced a similar sentiment, setting a larger goal to work herself out of a job, to achieve
her social change goals. Some participants considered the far-reaching impact potential of their
venture.
Participants considered social change on an individualized level and as having far
reaching impact. Their emphasis on the range of impact took thought and consideration, and
shifted as participants encountered new features or aspects of their launch. Participants also
would share individual-level and far-reaching impacts within the same interview. Yet ultimately,
participants took time and effort to consider how their ventures could impact social change in
both individual or far-reaching ways.
Ethical business practices. Participants also incorporated ethical measures of success in
their business structure and in utilizing business tools. For example, Fathiyyaa’s business
included a co-ownership model with her employees to spread profits to others. Likewise, Heidi
refused to take a salary that exceeded that of her employees in the Philippines. Moreover, when
creating her business, Heidi incorporated ethical practices throughout the sales funnel:
it had to be something where we could really track every step of the manufacturing
process, making sure it was really transparent and made sure that every hand that was
touching the product from the raw materials until it hit market in the Philippines or the
US, that everyone was paid fairly, everyone was treated well.
She also included local sourcing where possible. Participants also considered how to use
business tools in a way that aligned with ethical business practices. Brook, Heather, and Stacey
found ways to weave their operations into developing employee skillsets. Heidi strove to create
mindful marketing:
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If you go on the website for "Lovely Home" you'll notice that even though we're working
with women who are sex-trafficking survivors, we don't use that language anywhere. We
don't talk about that and it seems so completely obvious that when you're marketing a
social enterprise, you don't have to take the worst thing that's ever happened to someone
and use that as their identity or your way of marketing your product moving forward.
You would never go on an insurance agency's website and go read their company profile,
bios and see, "Oh, Susie is a domestic-abuse survivor and the mother of two small
children, blah blah blah blah." You would just see like, "Susie has three years of
experience in this field and blah blah blah blah." It's a different way of thinking. Yes, it's
important to tell the story behind why your product or your organization is important and
how you're different. Why is buying coffee form this fair trade company better than
buying coffee off the shelf at Target? Why is this better than Folgers? It's important to
tell that story, but you can do it in a way that's respectful and not exploitative.
Heidi considered alternative ways to promote her products. These examples highlight how
participants considered ethical business structures and ways tools.
Self-defined measures of success. Participants also incorporated self-defined
considerations of success. As Keri said, “don't let other people define you. If you're doing good,
do it.” Briana’s definition of success included applying lessons from this venture to future
endeavors. For Brooke and Dani, success meant having personal flexibility and freedom in their
work. Dani explained:
I may not be making, right now, as much money as I see that I'll be making. Just to have
the freedoms and to say that this is mine, and to be able to say that I'm going to work 12
hours tomorrow, and the next day I may work two. That's really important to me.
Stacey defined success as engaging her family in all parts of her business to create a collective
endeavor. Each of the participants held self-defined measures of success that they considered in
addition to cultural expectations of rational-linear growth.
Participants found many sources of success outside of rational-linear expectations of
growth. They considered impacting social change on an individual level or far-reaching impact.
Participants also thought critically about how to embody ethical business structures and tools.
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Lastly, participants considered other personal measures of success such as personal learning,
family goals, and personal freedom. Participants consider alternative measures of success.
Considering the presence of chaos. Cultural norms advance a rational-linear view of
the world, yet participants grapple with unexpected events. Chaos permeated their experiences.
In the whirlwind of the start-up, some participants questioned their linear expectations early on.
As an example, Julia walks through her attempt to create a business plan:
I was working on one, and then I told my brother in law, “hey, I'm making a business
plan, can I hand it over and can you look at it?” He's like, “you can, but don't waste your
time. Just start. You're going to figure out what you need what you don't need. By the
time you're done spending months on a business plan, you could have been months into a
business, and half the stuff you have in your plan is not going to work anyway.”
For Julia, abandoning her business plan departed from her rational-linear expectations of order.
Participants considered chaos when launching their venture.
The women I interviewed navigate their rational-linear norms by considering measures of
success and the presence of chaos. When predominant norms promote growth as a success
measure, participants consider alternatives of social change, ethical business practices, and
personal measures of success. Likewise, participants had to shift expectations of rational-linear
norms to consider the presence of chaos. Consideration frames how women social entrepreneurs
navigate their embeddedness within rational-linear norms.
Considering Individualistic Norms: Critical Self-awareness
Several participants considered their work with critical self-awareness. Heidi’s path to
social entrepreneurship prompted “a lot of self-awareness, a lot of self-awareness, just a lot of
introspection, ways of thinking. So much of that really informed the way that I think and act and
do things now.” In this section, I will discuss how women consider themselves with a critical
lens by unpacking privilege alongside examining roles and interactions.
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Unpacking privilege. Some participants unpacked the role of privilege as they launched
their new venture.
How do you work from a place of privilege? Am I naïve to think that I can welcome
relative strangers into my home? How can you go about caring for children in an
unconventional way without any framework to guide you? How do I combat the feelings
of being a white savior or of knowing best? Is there a way to overcome the paralysis that
accompanies the unknown of uncharted territory? Am I asking the right questions? How
does one work outside of systems that are unfair or unjust? (Elise)
Elise, who has not yet launched her venture, not only pondered these questions herself, but also
sent these questions out to mentors to gain feedback and guidance. Stacey also grappled with
privilege for her and her family:
Then when my kids were two, five, and seven, we moved to Mozambique, Africa, for
four years. Just felt a calling to go because we were able to go, and felt it was important.
I really wanted my kids to understand that Minnetonka is not normal. Not normal as in
they were living a very comfortable, upper-middle class lifestyle.
Stacey saw international socio-economic disparities, and considered how she and her family
lived within those structures. Furthermore, participants critiqued their own privilege and how it
influenced their interactions with the world.
I didn't really have a concept. I was innocent enough that my own misguided intentions
didn't occur to me until I actually got there and it all hit me at once. I think I never really
understood or even heard of the concept of the "white savior" complex. I never really
understood the affect that colonization had on developing countries. I'd never really
taken the time. I thought, "Oh, well, I have a good understanding of marketing and
communications, I can go over and help out with that. No, I could not because marketing
and communications works a different way in a completely different culture. (Heidi)
Now Heidi keeps a critical lens on her work. She describes this work as a continual journey:
All that to say, I also need the freedom to be able to change and grow as I need to
because I'm still learning new stuff every freaking day. Two years ago, I still used the
term "voice for the voiceless." When I condemn things, I'm condemning my own
complicit-ness in this wrong way of thinking and I'm constantly learning and changing.
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Heidi’s example describes the process of analyzing your individual role, and how your lens
impacts what you do. Participants describe an ongoing process of critical self-awareness around
privilege.
Examining roles and interactions. Participants also took time to examine and build
awareness of their role in relation to their work.
What are all these layers of identity in how we function in the world? What does that
mean particularly from a leadership standpoint? How do I lead as a person of color?
What do I need to be aware of? What do I need to be cognizant of? (Erica)
Erica also posed questions about her role, which highlights how she grapples with the
intersectionality of gender and race. Fathiyya also examined how her position as a Somali
woman who has had more time to enculturate to the US could help those who more recently
migrated to Minnesota. Participants think critically about their role as an individual interacting
with their consituents.
The culmination of understanding privilege and critically analyzing your lens fosters
consideration about interactions with others. Participants pause before moving forward.
Yeah, I'm changing a lot. I'm changing the way I think, I'm changing the things I've
taken for granted in the past, and I just...Yeah, I changed a lot. It's made me definitely
way more humble, respective, more intentional. I have a lot of better intentions about the
move that I make and how they're going to impact people. (Briana)
Some participants move forward with intention, and work towards understanding their lens
before engaging. Critical self-awareness leads towards more intentional interactions.
In this section, I illustrated how some participants engage in considering through critical
self-awareness. They think through their own privilege and continually consider how it impacts
their work. They consider how their role and lens impacts interactions with others. Participants
navigate the norms of individualism by considering their lens through critical self-awareness.
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In this theme, considering, I describe how participants navigate their layers of
embeddedness by taking pause to think about the world around them. When considering gender,
women align, avoid, or acknowledge gender as a construct. They also engage in coping
mechanisms when dealing with inequities. When considering market-based norms, participants
look for gaps in existing structures. They also navigate rational-linear norms by considering how
to work within chaos and redefine success measures. Lastly, their lens on individualism shifts as
they work towards critical self-awareness. Participants consider; they pause as they determine
how to move into a world embedded in cultural, social, and economic norms.
Imagining
I was sitting there with Katie and I was like, "You know what Katie? I could have my
own business. If I was running my own business, I would be able to hire them. What if
we started sewing classes? We teach them how to sew."
– Fathiyyaa
Participants also embraced imagination, exploring what could be. I define imagination as
the way participants create, thinking of new ideas, concepts, and realities. They utilize a freeness
of thought to ideate and innovate. For women social entrepreneurs, navigating norms requires
imagination to engage outside of one’s embedded structures. In Figure 11, I list sub-themes that
capture how participants imagine within each of the embedded norms.
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Gender Norms

Market-Based
Norms

•Envisioning a
new role

•Creating
good

Rational-Linear
Worldview

Individualistic
Norms

•Improvising
•Windows/walls

•Coming
alongside

Figure 11. Imagining: Sub-themes. This figure contains sub-themes of imagining.
Participants engaged imagination by envisioning themselves in a new role, creating good,
looking for windows, and coming alongside.
Imagining within Gender Norms: Envisioning a New Role
The women I interviewed described a cognizant process of imagining themselves in the
field. In a profession filled with images of what an entrepreneur looks like, envisioning oneself
as an entrepreneur involved a fair amount of creativity. Participants needed to picture oneself in
the role and believe it could happen.
Women envisioned themselves in the role of an entrepreneur before launching their
business. Heather first needed to unpack her vision of what an entrepreneur looked like:
My university is known for business students. I was the girl on campus wearing my little
green jacket with a hoody, then you have your typical girl, who was a business major,
wearing North Face and fancy boots and a scarf, always has perfect hair. I'm the hot
mess who woke up five minutes before. I just remember, seeing that as this perfect
image of a business person. Not just the girls, but the guys did too. They would wear
nice pullovers or whatever. That's too perfect for me, but I feel like you don't have to
have that clean cut image to be able to make it in the business world.
Even though Heather had a competing image of what an entrepreneur looked like, she imagined
herself in the role. Briana and Erica also pictured themselves as entrepreneurs even if they did
not fit the typical mold. Envisioning oneself as an entrepreneur required a creative process for
women social entrepreneurs.
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In addition to picturing themselves in the role, participants needed to believe in the idea
of themselves working in this field. When I asked Dani if she wrestled with the decision to leave
her job to start a business, she said:
There was no wrestling. The only thing I was wrestling with was I've got to get the hell
up out of here. That's it. I was like, “I don't know how I'm going to do this. I don't know
how we're going to make it, but I know we will over time.”
Dani utilized imagination to make the decision to become a social entrepreneur. Dani went
further in her description: “I was going towards the life I knew I needed to live, and that I'm
supposed to live. I was going towards that.” Heather also believed in her ability to create
something new: “I can do it, there are people who just take on and learn something, but they
never imagined they could. They made it happen. I can do that, too.” Several participants
illustrated a belief in their ability to succeed as a social entrepreneur.
Women imagined themselves working as a social entrepreneur amidst norms that did not
support this vision. The women imagined their future as a social entrepreneur by picturing
themselves in the field, and believing in the possibility. Creating a vision of oneself in the field
allowed participants to move beyond an enculturated conception of social entrepreneurship.
Imagining within Market-Based Norms: Creating Good
Participants created their ventures by embracing imagination when thinking through a
social issue. The women in this study exhibited an ability to let themselves explore new ideas,
new processes, and new ways of creating good: “I don't think of social change being the end
goal, I think of that like social change is the path that leads to the end goal.” (Brooke). In this
study, due to the social venture model, women imagine responses that fit within the existing
economic model of creating businesses, capital accumulation, consumerism, and developing a
workforce. Yet they navigate these norms by looking for ways to imagine positive social
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outcomes amidst the existing framework. Specifically, social entrepreneurs imagine ways to
create good in their products, their employees, in marginalized populations, for their consumers,
and in their communities.
Participants imagined products and services with a socially minded outcome to create
good. Stacey and Brooke make healthy products, but they imagined ways to do this while
creating a workforce development model. As I listened to Brooke describe her social missionbased workforce development model, I wrote in my observer comments “she does not need to do
this. The business could function without the ‘social’ vehicle.” Brooke would have had a viable
skincare business without the social workforce component. Likewise, Jessica and Julia distribute
jewelry, but they have created a way to source this jewelry to economically support alleviating
domestic violence and women’s poverty. Women direct imagination towards doing good while
creating a product.
Likewise, in addition to socially minded products, many social entrepreneurs tried to
create good through ethical work environments. Julia, Brooke, Ruth, Heidi, Fathiyyaa, Wendy,
and Heather all included employee outcomes as part of their mission. Brooke created an
education program alongside the product development component of her company. Fathiyyaa
wanted to ensure that her employees owned a portion of the company to benefit from the profits.
Heidi adopted a fair pay structure: “We calculated our pay off of a couple of different things.
One, we took into account the official living wage in the Philippines and went way higher than
that because it's not actually a living wage.” Creating good for employees exceeded marketbased norms of creating a workforce; participants imagined ways to create positive outcomes for
employees.
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Alongside goals to benefit the workforce, many of the women worked towards creating
good within marginalized populations. Erica imagined ways to create impact investing that did
not further marginalize oppressed communities. Fathiyyaa wanted to create an economic vehicle
for Somali women, “My whole concept was, how do I make women more independent so they
don't have to go back to a man asking for a job?” In a previous venture idea, Wendy created a
way for GLBTQ youth to enter the DJ profession, providing training, income, and to source
socially inclusive music to local clubs. Participants focused on imagining ways to support
marginalized communities through a venture idea.
Also, participants imagined ways for consumers to contribute to the greater good with
their purchasing power.
I just saw a need and a tangible way that I could help, and a tangible way that I could
have my friends and my family help. That's what I wanted to do. I wanted to be able to
give the stay at home mom an opportunity to make a difference, but she doesn't have to
leave her kids for three weeks to go to Kenya. They can do it from their home. (Julia)
Julia imagined a way to create access for others to participate in social change. Jessica also held
a larger goal of creating more sustainable, ethical options for consumers. Participants also
worked to create consumer’s access to doing good when imagining change.
This external focus on consumers also translated to imagining ways to create good within
communities. Kristina imagined a way for women entrepreneurs to come together and support
one another to strengthen the community. In another example, Elise worked to puzzle together
ways that you could connect the foster child community with retirees. Janelle imagined her
profit sharing venture as a way to strengthen community:
The main thing with that is uplifting communities. There's so many times a shop could
get into hard times, but they feel like they're just by themselves. That's why our tagline
with that is, "You're not alone.” It's like if you're having a really low season our hope is
that you would be able to go into our Communities Strong business, say you're willing to
enter into a partnership, maybe tying to a higher profit store. Then you're able to
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supplement some of your income so that it kind of digs you out of a hole while at the
same time the other merchant is able to get something too.
Participants embrace a larger goal of imagining ways to combine a business venture with doing
good. Likewise, Heather and her sister would like to open a coffee shop, but they want to
combine this venture with a community purpose.
We both love coffee. I work at a coffee shop, right? I love it, and both of us do. We've
talked about this, how coffee represents community in a way. If you walk into a coffee
house, it was people talking over a cup of coffee and socializing and engaging in learning
about one another. I would hope that we can get people to come into our coffee house,
because they're buying coffee with a purpose. We brainstorm a lot, but we would love it
to be a house. Like an old house, we'll have an upstairs and downstairs, which, you walk
in, and there it would all be. It would be cool for the training for our participants, barista
training, cash management, all of those things, but determine what they've worked on, job
interviewing skills, all those professional skills. We want that to be included. (Heather)
Heather imagines how to create community via her coffee shop business venture. The
participants imagined ways to create good for the community via social ventures.
Participants utilize imagination to find positive outcomes amidst existing market-based
norms of the capitalist economic system. They create ways to find good within market-based
norms of business ventures, capital accumulation, consumerism, and workforce development.
By imagining new approaches, participants work to create good several arenas, including:
products, employees, marginalized populations, consumers, and in communities. They create –
via imagination – new paths to positive social outcomes.
Imagining within Rational-Linear Norms: Looking for Windows
Participants begin a venture expecting a linear path, yet instead find barriers that require
imagination. When confronted with these unexpected challenges, women social entrepreneurs
also utilize creativity to navigate forward. This section will describe how the participants
navigate norms of rational-linear expectations, by imagining responses through improvisation
and looking for windows in walls.

138
Improvising. Some participants improvised their work as they moved through
situations. In more of a scramble than an orderly path, participants needed to make things up, to
create while moving forward. I found this pattern in the decision to create a venture, in product
creation, and in general decision-making.
Sometimes, the act of creating a venture originated as an improvised response. Stacey
found herself in a financially tenuous condition, recently divorced with four children. She took
on multiple jobs. Her venture, Snacks for Good, became part of an improvised response to
making ends meet. Erica also left a job, unsure about what she would do next. She talks here
about leaving her job, “When I decided to leave, I wasn't necessarily going to start a business.”
Her venture improvised a response to a gap in employment. These two examples highlight
improvisation as a creative tool when responding to a disruption in order.
At start-up, the participants have a limited ability to create polished products, and often
improvise to create their products. Participants created things “on the fly.” Briana improvised
her product when starting out: “At the time I didn't have physical materials because I was just
getting started, so I had to use what I had and I did paper dolls.” Briana improvised something
with less than ideal materials because she did not have a finalized product. Participants
improvised by creating things on the spot, utilizing imagination to make it work.
The women I interviewed also improvised decision-making, moving forward with an idea
without adequate information. When moving into uncharted territory, as many entrepreneurs
frequently do, participants struggled to find best practices or proven approaches. Kristina
struggled to gather the data necessary for a business plan:
I went to Northfield and spoke with the co-owner of their co-working space and was like,
"How do you find your people, because there's no data or anything. You know, per
capita…nothing. There's nothing.” She's like, "Yeah, we just had to be really loud about
it and make ourselves really visible, and they just started to show up.” I was like, "How
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do you gauge how much you're going to make and your model based off of the
population size and density? How many freelancers are in there?” She's like, "We just
did 1% of the population.”
Kristina could not respond with rational-linear tools due to a lack of information. The contact in
Northfield, and Kristina, needed to create – to improvise a decision about the business.
Participants required the use of improvisation in decision-making.
Improvising responses to situations took participants outside of their rational-linear
norms. Some women created businesses as an improvisational response to lack of employment.
Other women found that they improvised products and services without a previously established
plan. Lastly, due to lack of information on the product or service, women had to improvise
decision making without rational-linear tools. Participants utilized imagination and creativity
when improvising to navigate norms.
Looking for windows in walls. One of the most interesting findings for me centered on
the stories of what participants did when they encountered challenges or “walls” in their work.
Divergent from the image of rational-linear order, all participants encountered hiccups when
starting a venture. I found it fascinating to learn how participants imagined alternatives, looking
for windows within the walls. Two stories in particular stood out, both highlighting a process of
creativity within unforeseen challenges.
In chapter four, I referenced the stress of ambiguity that Brooke experienced when her
non-profit partner dropped out of the business three weeks post-launch, yet how she navigated
that stress illustrates how participants create new paths. After her partner dropped out, Brooke
imagined what to do next:
The next morning, I got my notebook out and wrote down every scenario of what my
next step could be. Is it just close up shop? Is it ...I think I came up with nine different
scenarios, so everything from completely close and stop what I'm doing, to find a new
nonprofit partner and keep going on this route? Some of that has to do with the legal
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structures too, so do I try to sell this idea to a nonprofit? I explored each of those too.
After looking at all those scenarios, which took a couple of weeks of thinking
about...some self-reflection. What do I want out of this? What role do I have?
Brooke spent time creating options to move forward, looking for a way through the barrier.
Likewise, Kristina provided a narrative describing a venture project that failed, and using
creativity to stay solvent. She told her story as follows:
Last summer…we learned really quickly how much we needed a space that would be
supportive for people out of the tech industry. Where you have standing desks,
adjustable tables and chairs, everything that can be ergonomic and perfect for the person
that sits there and does this for 14 hours a day and still have Foosball and everything else
they want. We signed the lease for it. As soon as everything gets ready to get turned on,
we're like, "Okay. October, this is what we're looking at, come see this, this is where
we're at now with this.” They are like, "Oh, I got a job in Minneapolis and they want me
stay there and I don't work from home anymore.” Or, "I decided to take a year off and
I'm going to ride my motorcycle around the country.” Or, everything that had built up
had just fizzled out and I'm sitting there in a three-year lease that I have to start to pay on
next month and looking at nil membership and I'm like, "Fuck!" We had to adapt really
quickly and learn how to figure out how to adjust. I was renegotiating when we could
pay the lease and renegotiating use of the space because it wasn't going to be a tech
space. We had to figure out how to eat all those costs and stay afloat and fill the space
and grow it towards capacity, so we turned it into an enterprise incubator. We downsized
all the incubator spaces we had downstairs, a majority of them were all women. It was
perfect.
The business need for the new space had fallen through, and Kristina and her partner moved into
immediately creating ways to mitigate the challenge. Both Brooke and Kristina’s stories
illustrate how women social entrepreneurs look for windows when they run into walls.
Through improvisation and looking for windows in walls, participants navigated rationallinear norms with imagination. Whether creating a venture, modifying products/services, or in
decision-making, the interviewees improvised with tools of creativity in their work. Likewise,
when hitting unforeseen barriers, women creatively found new ways to navigate a situation.
Women social entrepreneurs use imagination to navigate rational-linear norms.
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Imagining within Individualistic Norms: Coming Alongside.
Although embedded in an individualistic society, some participants embraced
imagination to understand their client’s community needs. Participants looked outside their own
lens, and explored alternative concepts. I coded this as coming alongside, the ability to imagine
ways to operate outside of their norms. The women exhibited imagination by opening up to new
perspectives and creatively shifting out of their own perspective.
Opening up to new perspectives. Opening up to different perspectives requires a shift
away from individualistic tendency to use self as the primary tool of assessment. It necessitates
that participants can imagine how other people think and want to exist in this world. The
participants indicated different methods of welcoming new and different perspectives through
research, conversations, and immersion.
Some of the participants engaged in a formal research process to understand the
communities they wanted to work in. Ruth explored Cuban culture through a formal university
course. Kristina conducted polls online for women business owners. When Dani started her
business, she conducted a survey:
I created this assessment, and I sent this out to some women across the United States.
Some were already full-time entrepreneurs, some still had full time jobs but they had
something on the side, or they had this idea, or they kind of started something. So I sent
them this assessment, and got this feedback, and analyzed the things that they were
talking about, what they needed, what they wanted, and what they wanted for their life.
These formal methods explored how potential clients felt. Research created a foundation for
understanding different perspectives.
To facilitate their research, many of the participants found conversation critical to
imagining their participants’ perspectives.
I connected with a couple of my good Filipino friends and just threw the idea at them, got
their feedback, had a couple of meetings with other social enterprises within the
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Philippines, learned a little bit more about their programs, how they set salaries, how they
worked within the communities, and how they combated specific problems. (Heidi)
Janelle also found talking to others as crucial: “Talking with people is key. I mentioned the idea
to a few key people and I was just like, ‘I'm trying to get information from people in the
community to see if this idea is viable.’” Participants conveyed the critical nature of
conversation in better understanding different perspectives.
Beyond conversations, a couple of participants immersed themselves within a new
culture to understand more about a perspective.
I just wanted to learn as much about the community as possible. I knew that long-term, I
wanted to make more of an impact on sexual violence and how do we address the root
cause of sexual violence. I wanted to really see what that meant in Peru so I tried to live
as closely to my house mom as I possibly could. She was a social worker for the
community so every morning I worked with her, I went to morning prayer with her, ate
breakfast with her and then every morning I was working with her as her assistant social
worker. I would interview all the women that came in, so I interviewed hundreds if not
thousands of women and heard all these women's stories. It was insane and such a
privilege. A couple of afternoons a week we would go and do house visits, which again
is a huge privilege to be able to go into people’s homes and see how they live. (Jessica)
Similarly, in her work with local non-profits, Brooke immersed herself among different youth
groups, to listen and observe what the needs of this group might include. Some participants
immersed themselves to gain knowledge of others, and imagined different perspectives.
Shifting perspectives. As participants researched, they imagined how to shift to new
perspectives. Ruth took efforts to adopt “more careful listening to the person and understanding,
thinking, 'okay, what about their perspective?’, 'Where are they coming from?', and 'what was
their background?’” Similarly, Heidi’s clients influenced the direction of her venture: “I talked
at great length to the women that were working with the Beautiful Refuge about the way that
they want this project to be represented and how they want to talk about their experiences.”
Janelle captures the creativity and fortitude required when facing different perspectives:
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When we first started talking to people about Strong Communities I had like loads and
loads of just good conversations. Then I finally hit a conversation where somebody just
didn't get it. He was like, "Why would I want to do that?” He was a fashion designer.
He was like, "If I'm selling clothes why would I want to share any profits off of my
clothes?” He is like, "These are my clothes." I was like frustrated by him. I was like,
"Why wouldn't he want to share this? I don't understand." I completely got out of the
head space of not everyone will understand your ideas. It's like you're delivering the idea
and someone else thinks it might not work, and then you have to go back and figure out,
"Okay, take that feedback and actually create something." You have to shift.
Shifting perspectives can create dissonance. Yet participants shifted their perspective, and
utilized creativity to imagine something outside their view.
Participants engaged in an ability to imagine different perspectives, which does not
follow individualist norms. They took the time to gather information via research, conversation,
and immersion. Moreover, the creatively explored shifting into a new perspective based on this
feedback. Participants utilized imagination to move outside of individualistic norms.
The participants use imagination in social entrepreneurship. The women imagined
themselves working in a field that did not align with gendered expectations, and believed they
could do it. Likewise, participants imagined doing good within capitalist norms through their
products, employees, marginalized populations, consumers, and in communities. Participants
also navigated hurdles by improvising and looking for windows in walls. Lastly, participants
imagined the presence of differing perspectives, by gathering information about communities
and shifting their perspectives. Participants need imagination to create a social enterprise when
embedded in cultural, social, and economic norms.
Meshing
What the women started doing is collecting bullet casings from the Ethiopian-Eritrean
war. They melt them down. They make beads and jewelry out of it…they figured out
how to make beads out of bullet casings.
-Jessica
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Participants use a process of meshing to combine what exists with new ideas. I define the
meshing as blending what is with what could be. I first stumbled on the concept of meshing
when interviewing Wendy, who described the pressure that comes with innovation.
It's kind of like, if someone's like 'draw something from your imagination on a piece of
paper". Sometimes you could sit there and you're just like "I don't know what to draw –
that's a lot of pressure. I'm supposed to come up with something new and imaginative".
And one of the most valuable pieces of advice I got from my entrepreneurship course was
that you mash things up. That you take the most great out there. That you keep pulling
from what's already existing and what's working and adapt that to your model. That's
kind of how I felt with social businesses at first.
In Figure 12, I show how embeddedness underlies each of the sub-themes for meshing.
Gender Norms
•Showing up

Market-Based
Norms
•Changing
systems
•Personal/
professional

Rational-Linear
Worldview
•Compass/
map
•Embracing
motion

Individualistic
Norms
•I & we: Finding
interdependence

Figure 12. Meshing: Sub-themes. Meshing within four themes of embeddedness.
Participants mesh new ideas with what exists in the following themes: showing up, changing the
system within the system, using a compass, and finding interdependence.
Meshing within Gender Norms: Showing Up.
Participants repeatedly said that “showing up” in entrepreneurial spaces involved a blend
of ways to do gender. Participants indicated that showing up required creativity of figuring out
their identity in new environments. This section outlines how women meshed the authentic self
into spaces shifted their concept of self in their new role as a social entrepreneur.
Bringing the authentic self into new spaces. Women participants found ways to bring
their authentic self into new spaces. When creating a new venture, a social entrepreneur’s
community expands through new connections – new vendors, clients, and other stakeholders.
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Participants could be their authentic selves by aligning with similarities and by introducing
differences to the social venture profession.
Aligning similarities. Participants sometimes found alignment between their authentic
selves and their new social venture field. The women enjoyed synergy of existing skillsets and
values as they launched a new business. The participants discovered a match for their
professional skills, personal experience, personality, and values.
When launching their venture, women social entrepreneurs drew from a variety of
existing professional skillsets. Janelle used her talents in data analytics, and applied this skillset
to social enterprise. Fathiyyaa took her interest in style, and created a clothing line. When
Jessica traveled abroad to learn more about domestic violence, she explained:
Everywhere people were asking me “Will you take this back to the US and sell it for
me?” I had this question I don't know how many times. I started my first jewelry
company at 16, I made jewelry and would have the occasional sale or post it on Etsy,
eventually I sold it to a couple of boutiques. I knew jewelry well, that was one of my
first jobs.
Jessica found a fit with her previous work in jewelry, and created a business incorporating
women’s artisan work around the world. Some participants found ways to utilize their
professional skills within their ventures.
Similar to skillsets, some participants also realized knowledge from past personal
experiences aligned their venture.
Well, when I first started, I was working with a group of middle schoolers. I was like,
“This is going to be a tough crowd.” I was able to relate to them so much, it just made it
so much smoother. They got to make paper dolls, and one girl was making her doll and
she didn't want a mouth on it. She didn't want a mouth on it because when she was
younger her dad died right in front of her, and she was saying that since then she was not
able to smile, and so people would judge her because she would never smile and she
would always say, “How do you know that I'm not happy because there's no smile on my
face? How do you know what I'm feeling because you don't see those external
expressions?” It really got deep for me then because seeing that young woman really just
talk about what's not normal, but what people tried to judge her on what happy looks like;
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people just making assumptions about her but don't know her story. It was just really,
really powerful sharing that for me. That was my tipping point because I knew that more
youth needed these spaces to talk, to heal, to really dig deeper within themselves and to
really be able to reflect on what's going on in their lives. (Briana)
Briana’s personal experience with domestic trauma meshed with her desire to do this work.
Jessica also drew on her personal experience with gender-based violence, when collaborating
with women internationally to find a way out of domestic violence through her venture.
Participants applied personal experience to their current endeavors.
In addition to professional skills and knowledge from past experiences, many participants
found a positive fit between their personality and their social enterprise networks.
I get to be myself...I found that at my previous employer, I had to put on this tough
attitude because that's what was expected and that's what was needed for the business. I
felt like I couldn't be myself in that role and with this, I feel like I get to be myself and
that I can be the same person in all those meetings. Even what I wear and how I sound, I
feel like I get to just get to be me. (Brooke)
Brooke found a better match for her personality, and felt as though she lived her authentic self
within business interactions. Erica also felt done shaping her personality into an organization
mold, and wanted to be free to be herself in her new venture. Some participants utilized the new
venture as a way to mesh their personality into their professional sphere.
Lastly, some women also found a way to mesh their values with their new ventures. Dani
could now bring her spiritual wellness beliefs into her venture, whereas her previous employer
prohibited spiritual references. Heidi meshed her desire to maintain adherence to her values and
make a living. By creating a venture, participants meshed professional goals with personal
values.
The participants found ways to align similarities between their authentic selves with their
new business. The women in this study discovered authenticity in their work by drawing on
personal experience, professional skills, personality, and values. Participants expressed positive
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sentiments regarding aligning similarities, but also discussed scenarios where their authentic
selves did not match the social entrepreneur environment.
Introducing differences. Many participants expressed notable differences between their
authentic self and their new field, yet purposefully chose to enter in as their authentic self.
Women of color in particular grappled with difference due to the intersectional identities of race
and gender. Participants meshed into the field by allowing space for difference, getting
comfortable with difference, ignoring advice to conform, and embracing advocacy for changing
the make-up of the field.
Rather than trying to conform to the status quo, participants created space for difference
in the field. Wendy, when looking at the male saturation of entrepreneurial leadership, explained
she wanted to:
figure out what it means to be a woman, and also be strong and beautiful. Not to change
yourself to be a man. You have to take what makes sense for you and then throw away
what doesn't. I don't want to be them, I don't want to turn into them. I want to be me,
and a woman in business.
Wendy believed the field had room for difference, even if this difference contradicted existing
norms. Participants meshed their authentic selves with a male-dominated field.
While trying to find space, some women went through process of getting comfortable
with the enculturated sense of unwelcome in a predominantly male and White field. Briana
shifted her enculturated beliefs to bring her authentic self into the field:
Honestly, when I first started I think I went in with this weight on my shoulder that I was
being told from the society that I already seen. On TV you see black entrepreneurs being
shunned or whatever in a negative capacity, so I would go into these meetings with this
preconceived notion that people are going to judge me instead of keeping an open mind
and helping them see what I wanted them to see, like the potential in me. I think I did
cause a barrier on myself by going in there with that instead of being like, “Okay, this is
me. Let's talk about what we need to be talking about in the business.” I brought in a lot
of that because the society has put it on you. I think those layers don't have to be layers
all the time. It felt good to shift and to bring myself in and to really feel like an
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entrepreneur and to be that entrepreneur instead of acting like one. I am that. I'm saying
what I am, and this is who I am. It was a really cool shift. I have to bring in all of that. I
do recognize some of the disparity, but I don't bring that in.
Participants consciously work when bringing their identity into the field. Briana began to see
herself as an authentic entrepreneur. Participants worked to get comfortable meshing preconceptions about self with a new setting.
To be comfortable with their authentic selves when starting a venture, participants often
ignored advice that encouraged assimilation. Kristina diverged from conforming in physical
attributes; she preferred dressing in casual attire and wore dreadlocks, which did not fit norms of
the local business community. When she first purchased her business, a local broker advised her
to “dress up,” but she chose to ignore this advice and attended meetings purposely in her own
authentic style. Briana’s colleague also advised her to dress in a suit and “smile more.” She
responded: “I'm not fond of doing it or trying to have to reshape myself to what I'm not
comfortable as, because when I'm not comfortable, I'm not going to fully engage or present or
whatever.” Kristina and Briana ignored advice to conform, and instead brought their authentic
selves to the new setting. They ignored external advice, and instead meshed their style with
existing norms.
Lastly, participants recognized that by bringing their authentic selves to the profession
they could change the status quo. Briana and Janelle both recognized the disruptive potential of
their involvement within social entrepreneurship. Briana even reported hearing, “We need
somebody destructive like you that's going to help change the face of what traditional
entrepreneurship looks like.” By moving into social entrepreneurship and meshing difference in
a predominantly White and male field of work, participants change the make-up of the
profession.
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Women social entrepreneurs reported that their experience involved bringing their
authentic self into new spaces, by aligning with similarities and introducing differences. For
some participants, this involved feeling like they could be their authentic selves. Several
women, however, discovered their differences did not match the profession, which necessitated
meshing their authentic self with the existing field. They brought in this difference by finding
space, getting comfortable, ignoring advice to conform, and advocating to change the make-up of
the field. Participants found a way to mesh their authentic selves within the new profession.
Shifting concept of self. Another interesting pattern involved participants cognitively
shifting their behavior to meet professional norms, particularly male norms. Unlike the previous
section, where women brought their authentic selves to the profession, others shifted in an effort
to mesh into the field. Some women in this study consciously changed behaviors as well as
personas as they launched a social venture.
Changing behaviors. A few participants linked being successful as an entrepreneur to
changing behaviors. Most often, these behaviors aligned with male gendered norms. Two
primary categories of shifting included assertive behavior and promoting the idea of jumping in.
Several women sought success by utilizing assertive behaviors. Some examples include
boasting, saying no, and telling people what you need. Briana, Julia, and Brooke shifted how
they talked to others about their business, about becoming comfortable with creating an elevator
pitch highlighting the successes of their business. Likewise, Erica adopted the ability to “say
no.” She noted, “We're sociologically programmed not to say no. It's not okay for us [women]
to say no.” Participants shifted into new behaviors.
I'm asking for what I want. I think that we as women, we wait to see what people will
give us, as opposed to I'm getting more and more comfortable of, "Okay, here's what I
want. I want you to make this introduction. I want you to make me a list of potential
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sponsors, folks who you know who can be potential sponsors at this particular level.
(Erica)
Then I started learning, if somebody's going to ask you to ask, they want you to ask and
you can't be shy about it. I wasn't shy about it and she was like, you can have anything
that you want. (Briana)
In these examples, participants shed a previous behavior before adopting the ability to ask for
what they wanted. Women participants felt successful when shifting into assertive behaviors.
Tangential to these assertive behaviors, some women advocated jumping into decision
making rather than vacillating. Keri and Brooke, in particular, advocated for women moving
forward prior to readiness, to lean into discomfort. While many of the women self-identified as
risk averse – Julia, Brooke, Kristina, and Jessica – they shifted into a risk mode by launching a
new venture. Women shifted behaviors by jumping into decisions quickly.
Changing personas. I stumbled on one of the most intriguing elements of data when
participants told me they intentionally shifted personas. Keri no longer identified herself as an
American, but rather a global citizen in how she interacted in the world. Kristina awkwardly
shifted her reputation from community organizer to a business person in her small community.
Erica, who identifies as a Black/Native woman, intentionally shifted into a new persona by
embracing different identity indicators:
I call it stepping into my White male privilege. As opposed to looking at what's wrong
with me or how do I change me...That's not the right way to put it. I feel like the other
way around it is we always take on a lens that's based in a deficit model, as opposed to an
asset model. By kind of stepping into White male privilege of, "I'm entitled to this," that
creates for me in my head a whole different shift of how I function.
She pictured herself as a White man, and practiced the shift “as if exercising a muscle.” Women
shifted their personas in order to mesh into an environment successfully.
The participants changed behaviors or personas in their work. Women adopted
behavioral traits associated with male norms like assertive behaviors and jumping into decision-
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making. They shifted personas by adopting new roles or identities. Gender became more fluid
as women cognizantly chose to do gender differently, to mesh their existing presence with a new
behaviors and personas.
How women social entrepreneurs show up in their environment when navigating
embedded norms varies from bringing their authentic self to the field or purposely shifting their
behavior. Participants aligned their existing skills and behaviors, or introducing differences into
their venture environment. Conversely, some women intentionally shifted behaviors and
personas to fit the language of power utilizing male norms. Women found many ways to mesh
their authentic selves into their new environment.
Meshing within Market-based Norms: Changing the System within the System
Social entrepreneurship meshes market-based ideologies with social change. Participants
combined market-based practices with new approaches. The women in this study worked within
existing capitalist norms to create positive social outcomes, and they meshed existing personal
and professional dichotomies.
Working “with” capitalist norms. Women social entrepreneurs actively work within
capitalist norms, yet strove for positive social outcomes. They take existing market-based values
of capital accumulation, consumerism, workforce development, and existing power structures
and re-design how to work within this systemic reality. Participants see social entrepreneurship
as a vehicle to redistribute capital and power, to shift towards a whole person workforce
mentality, to work “with” existing power structures for mutual benefit, and ultimately to create
systemic change within the system.
Some participants aim to redistribute capital and power within existing capitalist norms.
Though the initial start-up clients may vary, the “larger scheme of my mission and philosophy is
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democratizing access to capital by and for community.” (Erica). Likewise, Ruth endeavored to
redistribute capital from the tourism industry to rural women farmworkers. Elise had an idea to
consult with wealthy parents to offset the costs in her foster care housing ideas. Many
participants also wanted to redistribute existing power structures maintained by capitalist norms.
Kristina worked towards “leveraging power in bringing together diverse voices and diverse
populations and diverse communities of people that have never felt heard or supported before.”
She found new ways to bring local CEO’s and fledgling entrepreneurs together in the same space
to bridge this gap. Heidi, Julia, and Jessica wanted to provide entrepreneurial opportunities to
women artisans thereby distributing more power to vulnerable populations. Participants utilized
social entrepreneurship as a vehicle to redistribute wealth and power, meshing positive outcomes
within an existing system.
One way to redistribute wealth and power is through empowering the workforce; many
participants promoted empowerment for their staff rather as opposed to treating labor as a
commodity. Beth included education on work skills, mindfulness, and education. Julia used
vendors who
focus on a holistic approach rather than just, here, I'm giving you a job. A lot of them
work with making sure they get education if they need it. They work with helping figure
out how to manage their money, sending their kids to school. It's an entire lifestyle
change rather than just, here, we're going to give you a fair wage.
Participants mesh the market-based norm of building a workforce by emphasizing
empowerment.
Alongside their efforts to redistribute wealth and empower their workforce, participants
found unique ways to work “with” both ends of the power spectrum. Participants combined
working “with” the oppressors and the oppressed to make change. Kristi recently shifted her
business model to work with men as well as women, having determined change requires both
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communities. For Brooke, working with local and established non-profits provided an alliance
with existing power structures that facilitated better services for her workforce. Kristina told me
about her work in grassroots organizing, and the loss she experienced when a campaign for fair
housing failed. She moved into social entrepreneurship, using “the anger and hurt of that
experience and turning it into, ‘All right, if this community operates in business-speak, I'll put
that hat on and see what happens.’" The participants worked with existing power structures to
make change.
Ultimately, participants perceived their work as creating systemic change within the
existing system. This tension point appeared in the literature; Curtis (2008) asked, do capitalist
approaches to change really create systemic change? Some participants believe so, as Kristina
stated, “what we're doing here is a systemic change.” For Jessica, helping individual merchants
sell goods represented a partial goal. Primarily, she strove to create systemic change around
social justice in consumerism:
Yes, I think where we have the opportunity to do that most is in millennial buying habits.
If we can sell products, this jewelry that's like $12, $20 that they would buy anyways and
if it can be empowering women as oppose to exploiting them I think once we get enough
movement around that the larger companies start seeing that "Shit we'd better start
ensuring that our products are ethically produced because otherwise were not going to
sell things,” I think that's where you'll see some of that change.
Fathiyyaa wanted to provide women in her community with financial independence, but also
sought to change the convergence of economic dependence and gender norms. Participants
combine capitalist norms and practices with larger systemic change.
In many ways, participants take capitalist norms and mesh them with new practices to
create positive outcomes. Several women’s goals included the redistribution of wealth and
power within current capitalist structures. They also desired a shift to a whole-person workforce,
rather than utilizing labor as a commodity. Participants worked “with” existing power structures
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to create systemic change. Some women also expressed a long-term goal of creating systemic
change. By combining capitalist norms with new outcomes, participants illustrate the concept of
meshing in their work.
Meshing existing personal/professional dichotomies. The women social entrepreneurs
also strove to mesh traditional personal and professional dichotomies. In the previous chapter on
market-based norms, I discussed the separate nature of professional and personal spheres, which
created tension for many of the women in the study. Through social entrepreneurship,
participants adopted a holistic life perspective, meshed passion with their profession, found
freedom of time and space, and combined joy and work.
Participants wanted to eliminate the false dichotomy between personal and professional,
and instead adopted a holistic perspective. Julia heard early on that she needed to “figure out,
are you the business, or is the business you?” The question seemed arbitrary to her, her “self”
and her business acted as a conjoined entity. Heidi described her work as “an all-consuming
thing.” Moreover, Heidi, Fathiyyaa, and Stacey could “live easier” when work tied to doing
something good. Rather than maintaining the false duality of separate spheres, participants’
work meshed with personal.
Participants used social entrepreneurship to combine their personal passion with their
professional skills. Dani and Erica intentionally moved away from their jobs because they
wanted to combine their personal passion with their day-to-day work. Brooke said simply, “I
needed more.” For Keri, “it was all my passions in one. It's like, the girls and women,
empowerment, travel, doing good, so it's all that in one, and I get to make a living out of it as
well.” Working as social entrepreneur allowed Heidi to avoid doing things that did not align
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with her values. She could work on her passion in an ethical way. Participants could mesh
passion and profession as a social entrepreneur.
Moreover, within market-based norms, participants felt crunched for time when juggling
personal and professional realms; in contrast, findings suggest that social entrepreneurship
creates more freedom around time and space.
For me, as a social entrepreneur, I have freedom of time and space when I can take off for
a week. I'm like, “Oh, I need to work on my book. What week can I go? Let's see
where, you know, I have some credit on Delta, because I volunteered to take a different
flight. Where can I go for free? Where do I have friends? Where can I stay at Airbnb?
Where can I stay at a hostel?" It has complete freedom. (Keri)
Dani felt similar; she shaped her day in a way that her previous job did not allow: “I'm meeting
with you on a random Tuesday in the morning. The sun is shining, and I'm so grateful for that,
and I was able to journal, meditate, and read before I left the house.” Combining personal and
professional realms creates freedom of time and space for participants.
In the culmination of meshing personal and professional spheres, participants used the
space of social entrepreneurship to combine joy and work. Every participant I interviewed found
joy in her work. When I asked Jessica what she enjoyed about her venture, she responded,
“everything!” The same question to Brooke received a response of, “all of it, really.” Briana’s
work excited her. Across all of the participants, social entrepreneurship created an avenue to
finding joy.
The participants combined personal and professional spheres in a way that varied from
the market-based dichotomy of these roles. They adopted a holistic life perspective, one that
eased the separation between personal and professional. Creating a social venture also allowed
them to blend their passion with their professional skills, and find freedom of additional time and
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space. Lastly, the women experienced joy in their work of launching a venture. Personal and
professional spheres meshed together to create a positive experience.
Meshing within Rational-Linear Norms: The Compass Versus a Map
When reconciling rational-linear norms with the reality of starting a business, participants
adopted a compass – they maintained adherence to direction, while abandoning a map or fully
outlined plan. Stacey attended a speaker early on who advised:
Give them [new entrepreneurs] a compass, don't give them the map, because maps don't
work in this, because every business is different. If our compass is to do good and to
make this world a better place, that can mean a lot of different things.
I found this shift particularly difficult for participants. Adopting a compass required adjusting
direction and embracing motion.
Adjusting direction. The women experienced a shifting landscape as they moved
through their venture; it adjusted in unforeseen directions. Trained to expect a rational-linear
progression, the women in this study combined expectations of a linear path with the chaos of
starting a business by adjusting direction. Participants maintained direction while veering off
course, adjusted planning tools, and adjusted offerings as different needs arose.
Many ventures looked different than originally intended; participants maintained initial
direction but often veered slightly off-course.. Julia planned to sell products to people in their
homes, but instead found significant growth in online sales. While the mission of the business
did not change, the services did. Briana also maintained her business mission, yet the business
had evolved to include different clientele. A venture shifts, and while the foundation may stay
consistent, the methods may change.
Because businesses shifted, some participants questioned the resourcefulness of business
tools, and adjusted their reliance on these tools. As Stacey said, “There's been so much change
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in the first couple years of business that I never, ever, ever could have known at the beginning
what I need a year and a half into it.” Ruth continually tweaked her business plan because her
ideas had shifted so much from their original state. The idea of adjusting course called into
question the use of traditional tools. While participants might still use a business plan, they
revisited the tool and adjusted as needed.
In addition to business scope and planning, the participants changed their original plan as
different or unplanned needs arose.
There's nothing really discrete. It's really kind of filling the void as it arises organically.
To say, "Okay, here's a menu option of services we provide," it's really not that straightforward. Really the theme of our work is democratizing access by and for communities
of color. If it fits under that lens and we have the capacity, then we're going to do that
work, clear and simple. (Erica)
Erica adjusted her offerings as different needs arose. Dani also shifted her business to focusing
exclusively on women entrepreneurs once she recognized the need. Participants adjusted their
service and product offerings based on needs.
Utilizing a compass rather than a map necessitated a recognition that the business
adjusted directions, at times in unforeseen ways. Participants maintained their original goals, but
adjusted previously adopted planning tools such as the business plan. Participants also actively
shifted their efforts according to needs. Participants adopted a compass in place of a map when
launching their venture.
Embracing motion. Participants frequently used terminology associated with motion,
and how motion lived within their work. When I tested out a metaphor about entrepreneurship
as a puzzle, Wendy disagreed and said, “It’s more fluid, there’s more movement.” This
prompted me into exploring motion as a theme. Participants surrendered to momentum, adjusted
to living in the present vs. the future, or had their pace adjusted by external factors.
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Many participants initially felt unnerved as they experienced momentum, yet adjusted
over time. Embedded in norms where we believe in rational control of our environment,
participants instead described feeling perched on a hill, and hesitating initially before
surrendering to the dive downward. Fathiyyaa described this as a jump, “I just took a jump, a
leap. I just literally jumped and was like, ‘I'm going to figure it out on my way down.’” Wendy,
described beginning a venture as “a domino effect, where once you start talking to the right
people, if they don't know, they'll usually have someone they can ask.” Briana described it as
moving into change, surrendering to the challenges that come with change. Participants
experienced momentum launching their venture, and had to get comfortable with that type of
motion.
To surrender to the momentum, participants worked to live in the present rather then their
enculturated future orientations. Rational-linear norms direct our attention forward as we try to
control the future. As Briana stated, “That's one thing I haven't been good at is being in the now
and really looking at assessing the now because I'm still futuristic in a sense.” Yet she needed to
adjust. Rather than focusing on the future, participants tried to shift their focus to the present.
Sometimes letting go of focusing on the future meant that participants had to adjust their
expectations of pace as they started a venture. With a rational perspective, one has control over
setting the pace, yet this did not align with many participants’ experiences. Fathiyyaa and Briana
both dealt with frustration when the business did not move as quickly as expected. Yet Briana
also said that “a lot of times our vision or our sense of urgency is not necessarily the markets’.’”
Rather than setting the pace, participants move with market needs. Janelle, Elise, and Kristina
all had their pace adjusted, and at times this slowing down brought benefits. As Elise said, “it's
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slowed down but in a good way.” Rather than controlling pace, women needed to adjust their
expectations to market demands, frequently finding benefits in this approach.
The idea of motion recurred throughout the interviews, and women found different ways
of giving up control over their movement through starting a venture. Women found themselves
surrendering to momentum and moving with the venture. They also reshaped their perspective
to look at the present rather than solely focusing on the future. Lastly, they needed to readjust
their conception of pace, often set by external factors outside of their control. Rational-linear
norms combined into something more fluid when launching a new business.
Women social entrepreneurs use a compass rather than a map, maintaining a sense of
direction but not full control when launching a venture. They need to let things evolve, veer off
course, adjust their reliance on planning tools, and shift according to needs. Participants also
experienced motion, and abandoned their control by embracing momentum, focusing on the
present, and having their pace adjusted. Participants use a compass to navigate norms, meshing a
sense of direction with chaos.
Meshing Individualistic Norms: Finding Interdependence
U.S. cultural values imply that individuals can go it alone, particularly as a solo
entrepreneur, yet women social entrepreneurs worked towards interdependence, meshing ‘I’ and
‘We.’ Elise described it as “making that intentional choice to work for something outside of
yourself and recognizing that we're all interdependent and connected and really relational
creatures.” Participants meshed ‘I’ and ‘We’ to promote cooperation and support.
Several women liked the cooperative nature of the social entrepreneur community,
particularly in comparison to the for-profit and non-profit communities. Brooke believed the
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social missions and multiple markets promoted collaborative thinking, as she describes her
thoughts on a competitor:
I don't see [competitor name] as a competitor to me, I see them as offering different
products in the same type of space, but it's great. If they can serve all the people in
Nashville, and I can serve all the people in Minneapolis and someone else can serve all
the people in Detroit, that's great. I don't care if people are buying my lotion or their
lotion, it's all good. It's all better than buying Suave lotion in a pump at Target, right?
Heidi, Stacey, and Erica also emphasized the nature of cooperation in the field. Social
entrepreneurs found social enterprise to benefit both the ‘I’ and the ‘We’ in collaboration.
In the follow-up focus group, we talked at length about what community cooperation
provided for women social entrepreneurs, and the benefits of having a community. Women
listed three areas that had value when starting a venture: emotional support, a source of feedback,
and decision-making.
Participants identified emotional support as a primary benefit of building a community in
social entrepreneurship. Stacey identified this directly, “there's huge support. There's definitely
the emotional support of feeling like you're not doing it alone. I think that the collaboration
piece feels really good to have other people get what you're going through.” Women built
connections with others experiencing similar challenges.
In addition to support, women also found that having community became an important
source of feedback as they launched their venture. Elise utilized her community to provide
feedback on her venture idea. Heather also found community as a source of “guidance even
along the way, people who have been, to some extent, where you are right now.” Janelle and
Kristina both wanted partner, because it allowed them to flesh out ideas with one another.
Women found feedback important when launching their new business.
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Lastly, women also found community helpful when making decisions. Solo
entrepreneurs carry expectations of individual decision-making. Yet Keri found “that those who
are successful have teams. It helps with decision making.” Participants experienced decision
fatigue. Having community facilitates decision-making.
Participants found clear benefits to collaboration and having a community. The
combination of a social mission with market opportunity created a window for additional
cooperation. Moreover, community provided emotional support, a sounding board, and help
when making decisions. Going solo as an individual creates challenges; participants instead
sought out community for support, finding interdependence in the ‘I’ and ‘We.’
Within the theme of meshing, participants find ways to combine what exists with
something new. They showed up by bringing their authentic selves or difference into a new
arena, or conversely shifting their identity by changing behaviors and personas. Within marketbased norms, the participants worked to change the system within the system by bending
capitalist norms and meshing the personal/professional dichotomy. Women also shifted to the
use of a compass rather than a map, by adjusting rational-linear norms while shifting direction
and adapting to motion. Lastly, they found value in interdependence, meshing their ‘I’ needs
with ‘We’ through business collaboration and finding support. A critical part of creative churn
involves participants meshing new ideas with the existing environment.
Chapter Summary: Findings on Creativity
Women social entrepreneurs navigate their cultural, social, and economic embeddedness
by moving between the themes in creative churn. In this chapter, I have illustrated how each of
women navigate embedded norms with creativity throughout their journey, utilizing considering,
imagining, and meshing. In figure 13, I illustrate creative churn:
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Figure 13. Evolving illustration: Findings on creativity. This illustration includes findings on
creativity.

In the following chapter, I will focus on the category of churn, how participants navigate with
paralysis and spin.
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CHAPTER SIX: FINDINGS ON CHURN
While participants experience creativity in their work, they also navigate churn. Early in
the data analysis, I attempted to utilize a linear coding structure emphasizing phases of a journey.
The journey framework did not hold, particularly when I noticed that participants experienced
times of paralysis, labeled as the theme spinning, throughout their launch experience. This
chapter will describe how spinning manifests itself throughout the venture creation process,
highlighting the churn participants experience sporadically as they become a social entrepreneur.
Spinning
I was like, "What am I doing? God, what's going on?" I started to hear, "This isn't it. This
isn't it. Refocus. Refocus." I'm like, "What? There was a lot of turmoil.
– Dani
Participants experienced spinning as they navigated norms, defined as a sense of dis-ease,
doubt, and self-questioning. These feelings are threaded throughout the experience, from the
initial meanderings of an idea through later product launches or decisions. Spinning seems to
keep participants stationary, accompanied by a fair amount of angst. This section departs from
the pattern of previous themes slightly. Both considering and imagining broke down neatly into
the four norm categories. However, as illustrated in Figure 14, spinning contained more overlap
between categories.
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Figure 14. Spinning sub-themes. This figure includes sub-themes on Spinning.
I will illustrate how participants experience spinning in five sub-themes: wrestling with
legitimacy, uncertainty surrounding a business identity, making icky decisions, questioning
readiness, and the weighty paralysis of individualism.
Spinning within Gender Norms: Wrestling with Legitimacy
Faced with visual gender disparities, participants wrestled with legitimacy. The women
internalized gendered messaging, and questions crept into their beliefs and actions. For Heidi,
“it's just this uneasy feeling of, ‘crap, how am I ever going to be able to claim that this is a real,
legit thing?’” Participants struggled with their legitimacy in the following categories:
confidence, limiting beliefs, and visibility.
Confidence. Participants identified confidence as a key issue for their work as social
entrepreneurs. Citing social rhetoric about ‘leaning in’, the women in this study sought
confidence, yet struggled to adopt what they defined as confident behaviors. Following a
definition of how I interpret confidence, I will describe how participants conflate confidence
with gender norms, and struggle with confidence regarding their legitimacy in the field.
Defining the term ‘confidence’ covers a variety of beliefs, norms, and behaviors. Our
societal definition of confidence mirrors a master narrative of dominant male norms such as
speaking your mind directly and loudly, aggressive interactions, moving forward without doubts,
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and feeling like you belong to the profession (Ogbor, 2000). Women used a cultural definition
of confidence during their interviews.
A few of my participants talked openly about excelling in confidence, or self-assurance,
yet overtly conflated their definition of confidence with masculine gender norms. Erica and
Janelle embraced male mannerisms in meetings to convey confidence. Keri said, “One of my
strengths is self-assurance. To me, I'm a man, because men are born with self-assurance.
They're given it through society.” While seeing gender as a societal construct, she also sees
confidence as a strength, a trait associated with males. Participants associated male gendered
norms with confidence.
Most participants struggled with confidence in their work, particularly which impacted
their feelings of legitimacy as a social entrepreneur.
There was a gap in confidence. We can be so confident when we have someone else's
name behind us, someone else's company behind us, or that we're vouching for. But
when it's our own names we forget all the education that we got, we forget all the skills
that we have as women, we forget how awesome and powerful we are. (Dani)
Dani sees confidence as a particularly difficult issue for women in an entrepreneurial and solo
state. When discussing the idea of becoming a social entrepreneur, Ruth explained she “hasn’t
ever really had the confidence to do it…being able to work out the details of it enough where you
could actually start to picture yourself doing it.” Creating a business surfaced difficulties in
legitimacy and confidence for women social entrepreneurs.
Limiting beliefs. With gaps in perceived confidence, limiting beliefs permeated
participants’ work. Limiting beliefs span behaviors and specific skillsets. Participants
experienced limiting beliefs in self-doubt, believing enculturated norms, and avoiding specific
skillsets.
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Many participants felt self-doubt, limiting beliefs that live just below the surface,
lingering and surfacing when participants least expect it to arise.
I think it surprises me, too, that there are moments that I’m kind of like, “Should I do
this?” I think sometimes I have those moments where like, “Wow, I may be getting in
over my head.” That kind of surprises me, it sneaks up on you. I feel like I'm well
equipped to do it. I'm a very strong, intelligent woman, and so I think that does surprise
me. (Heather)
Even though Heather planned to launch a new venture, her limiting beliefs crept up and created
spinning. Briana echoed this, and felt that “when you're building a business, throughout the
process there's so much doubt and stuff that comes into play.” Participants battled self-doubt and
limiting beliefs as they launched a business.
Along with self-doubt, participants struggled to unpack limiting beliefs stemming from
gendered norms. Kristina illustrates how women adopt limiting beliefs through enculturation:
“the experience you have as a woman, being told what you can and can't do and can and
shouldn't be and, what you can and can't say, how you can and can't think, all of that.” The focus
group and observation group both discussed how women struggle to see themselves as
entrepreneurs because of enculturated norms. In the observation, one participant said she
frequently talks to women who feel paralyzed about starting a business. Participants wrestle
with believing enculturated gender norms about women in business.
While wrestling with gendered norms, participants also questioned their skillsets, feeling
unqualified in the skills required for entrepreneurship. Many of the women expressed discomfort
with managing money, which I will discuss later in this section. Heather and Janelle felt
uncertainty about their abilities to work in management. Participants had discomfort with their
entrepreneurial skillsets.
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Visibility. In addition to struggling with confidence and limiting beliefs, participants
experienced an aversion to visibility. Creating a business and becoming an entrepreneur
necessitates a new realm of visibility that can create dissonance for women. When becoming
entrepreneurs, women expressed discomfort with being seen, fear when adopting public
personas, avoidance of public exposure, and a difficulty with ‘the telling.’
Creating a successful business requires visibility, which created discomfort for many
participants. Historically, gender norms dictate women as private personas and men as a public
personas (Ahl, 2006). When coaching new entrepreneurs, Dani begins with: “So you put out
your shingle, who knows you're there?” Selling services or products requires visibility, yet this
creates discomfort. Erica felt embracing visibility required an interpersonal shift:
I had a moment. I was like, “If I'm going to do this, I'm going to have to be more
comfortable with being on social media, putting myself out there, putting my face out
there, constantly and consistently and persistently,” which means, not that I'm going to
become a celebrity, but you kind of become a celebrity in your circle, right?
Dani agreed with Erica’s assessment of a shift, but also tied it to gender. Even as a coach, Dani
explained she also had her own personal journey around visibility:
Let me think about...Give me a second. I want to…Okay, if I'm being honest, I have had
some shifts just around the way I show up in my own business and being visible.
Because a lot of times, as women, we're okay with being invisible. I have had some
shifts around being visible, and it's like if you want to be an entrepreneur, if you are not
visible, you don't eat. It is that simple. It may take us a little time to get there, you know,
to be visible and to feel visible, and to put ourselves out there.
Visibility does not come naturally, and creates spinning and discomfort for participants.
Some of the discomfort with visibility stemmed from fear about becoming a public
persona. Some fear stemmed from experience with backlash.
One time I posted about an ice cream that wasn't ethically made and I didn't even know
that it wasn't ethically made, and people hounded on me on my Instagram. Okay, I ate a
carton of ice cream and they were saying that I killed somebody, and I remember being
crushed that all these people hate me. (Julia)
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Julia found visibility increasingly difficult due to the fear of backlash. Brooke felt fear for her
personal safety. Early on her venture, she received a cease and desist order, and felt exposed:
“Being a woman and my mailing address is the business address. I'm like, ‘He knows where I
live.’ I was really freaked out, yeah, still am. I'm still freaked out about it.” Engaging as a
public persona led to a new level of public exposure for Brooke. Exposure creates fear for
participants, fear of negative backlash and personal safety.
Ultimately the discomfort with visibility and fear of backlash kept participants from
putting themselves ‘out there.’ When I interviewed Heidi about investments, she told me her
strategy: “I’m not actively seeking it out but if an opportunity came long, like, ‘Hey, we're
looking for great social businesses to invest in.’ I would be there.” Heidi expressed reluctance
to put herself into a situation where she publicly vied for investments. This aligns with Jessica’s
description of how most funding competitions lack women participants. Aversion to visibility
can translate into to avoiding public acknowledgement or garnering attention for the business.
Lastly, discomfort with visibility translated into difficulty telling others about the
business. Participants’ paralysis kept them from letting people know. At the time of my
interviews, Ruth had not yet told any of her friends or family about her plans to start a business.
Elise, another pre-launcher, explained her hesitancy:
That was a really scary experience of finally writing it down and sending it out to people.
Then it wasn't just something that was just in my head or talking to my travel buddy
about. It was actually a thing that's happening, it's out there now.
Telling people had exposed Elise and made her more visible. Participants felt fear or reluctance
to put themselves out there.
Stacey: I always kind of cringe a little bit when people say, "Do you think that you can
make a living with this business?" I'm like, "Yeah, I think."
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Kimberly: Why does that make you cringe?
Stacey: It is almost like putting it out there...It's one thing for me to think, okay, that's the
goal I'm working towards but nobody can see it and judge me for it...It's just a fear thing.
I think it's just a fear of failure, which is a predominantly female issue. The boys just
don't struggle with that. They're just certain they're going to succeed and so they do.
Again, Stacey ties her fear of exposure to gender. At times, participants feel paralyzed when
entering the public space of entrepreneurship.
Participants wrestled with legitimacy in the field, which manifests itself in struggles with
confidence, limiting beliefs, and visibility. Male norms shape definitions of confidence, which
women conflate with positive traits, and struggle to emply. They also experience limiting beliefs
and self-doubt regarding their role in the profession and accompanying skillsets. Lastly, women
seem paralyzed by visibility in entrepreneurship, experience discomfort and fear, and avoid
telling people about their business. Entering the social entrepreneurship field resulted in
spinning for participants.
Spinning within in Gender and Market-Based Norms: Difficulty with Business Identity
As I coded the data, I noticed a recurring pattern around difficulty accepting the business
identity. Yet it seemed to straddle gender and market-based norms. Women found themselves
spinning and experiencing dissonance embracing the idea of themselves as business owners.
Three areas in particular illustrate a confluence between gender and market-based norms: being a
business imposter, avoiding business norms, and a strained relationship with money.
Being a business imposter. Women struggled to identify with a business identity, and
expressed feeling out of place. Heidi said, “Oftentimes I feel like an impostor trying to break
into this space.” This feeling included not matching a preconception of a business professional,
and feeling unqualified.
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Participants explained they had a preconceived idea of the ‘business professional’, yet
they did not match with this persona. For Elise and Heather, their concept of business
professionals matched a specific persona of business majors from their school; very polished,
well-dressed, and concerned about making money. Elise said she “I didn't really feel like I had a
lot in common with them.” Likewise, Janelle felt business did not fit with her self-concept as a
creative person, as she describes below:
I really don't see that – myself with a business identity. I just see myself as a person that
kind of goes against the grain of business I guess, mentally. I am in business and I do
have logic, which is why I love data. I am a very type-A personality. I don't really see
that as business though.
Fathiyyaa also chafed at having a business identity, and said, “I never wanted to start a business,
let's just get that out there. I was never the type of person that said, ‘I'm going to be a business
woman.’” Participants held preconceptions of ‘business people’ as polished, non-creative types.
These images did not fit into their own self-concept; participants did not identify with a ‘business
identity.’
Part of not fitting the business identity stemmed from participants feeling unqualified.
Stacey stated, “First you've been brave enough to say, ‘I'm going to start a business,’ and then all
of a sudden you feel unqualified, ignorant.” Several participants echoed this feeling. Heather
said, “I think for me, it freaks me out a little bit to be honest. I don't know a lot about business.”
Kristina said, “You always feel like you're not trained enough. You're not qualified enough.”
Participants felt unqualified as business owners.
Feeling unqualified paired with not matching preconceptions of the field fostered
participants’ imposter syndrome. The women experienced dissonance as an entrepreneur. These
issues created unease and spinning around one’s identity as a social entrepreneur.
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Avoiding business norms. When women struggled with embracing a business identity,
they also churned about certain norms within the field. Participants pushed back against marketbased norms when creating their own business. In particular, the women social entrepreneurs in
this study had difficulty with personal capital accumulation, projecting monetary growth, using
business terminology, and using business tools.
Many participants expressed difficulty with personal and venture wealth accumulation.
Janelle illustrated personal wealth discomfort: “with social entrepreneurship, a lot of us don't
want to think about the monetary gain.” Likewise, the idea of venture capital accumulation also
created unease. Erica, Dani, and Jessica trained women entrepreneurs, and pointed out a pattern
of discomfort with venture growth.
I don't see this scaling this business to be huge, I see this serving the Twin Cities/Metro
area and growing enough through sales nationally to be self-sustaining and continue to
employ people on a short term basis, but I guess I don't see this expanding to have a
Chicago location with a kitchen, and a Denver location with a kitchen. (Brooke)
Capital accumulation created unease for participants.
Within this discomfort of capital accumulation, participants also created projections for
limited growth, which created issues for business viability. Investors tend to put money into
companies indicating capacity for quick growth, yet many women struggled to create robust
projections, locking them out of necessary capital.
The feedback I get most often when I show people business plans or financials, is how
I'm way underestimating. My partner, he has historically been a judge at the Minnesota
cup competition. He said if you look at all the men's [projections], you see how they are
saying in three years we're going to be at 15 million dollars, whereas the women are more
conservative. Women are more likely to use that conservative growth but it might mean
that they don't push themselves to do it much bigger, which is how I see myself. (Jessica)
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Participants avoid capital accumulation, and in turn do not project high growth for their
companies. This gendered tendency keeps them from participating in market-based norms.
They participate, yet spin, within the embedded norms of projecting growth.
Discomfort with the business identity also meant an aversion to using business lingo.
The bulk of the interviews focused on social outcomes rather than financial, and participants did
not often use business terminology. Participants would bring up market-based terms only when
prompted. Janelle noted how “even using the term business isn't really common in social
entrepreneurship. Partnership, collaboration, collective, building, those are words that I hear
more often than actual business.” Participants distanced themselves from business terminology.
In addition to avoiding business terms, participants also exhibited disease with business
tools. Stacey and I had the following exchange about her product:
Stacey: One of our, I'm going to say marketing angles, and that sounds so terrible, but...
Kimberly: Why does that sound terrible?
Stacey: Because it sounds like there's a negative intention behind our marketing, but...my
lighthouse question that guides me every day is, "What if I can make one person's life
better?" That is truly, every day, I seek to somehow do something to make one person's
life better. I just don't want to be misunderstood and have you think, “Oh, gosh. Every
day she does something financially sacrificially,” or whatever.
Stacey squirmed a bit at the idea of marketing, and did not want me to think this tactic
superseded her social outcomes. Several participants, including Ruth, Fathiyyaa, and Kristina
disliked sales, and sales strategies. Participants avoided tools embedded within market-based
norms.
The women in this study experienced a fair amount of angst around business norms.
They expressed discomfort with personal and venture capital accumulation. Subsequently,
participants noted a trend of projecting limited growth, which kept participants from accessing
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investor funds. Moreover, women avoided business terminology and tools. In several instances,
participants tied these tendencies to gender. Avoiding market-based norms creates an uneasy fit
for women participants in the field of entrepreneurship.
Strained relationship with money. In addition to avoiding business norms, the women
participants had a strained relationship with money. Conversation about money saturated the
transcripts. This conversation spanned from general discomfort, to uneasy ties to monetary
value, and financial illiteracy.
As I looked through my transcripts, multiple examples appeared about people feeling
overtly uncomfortable with the idea of money. Fathiyyaa saw money as an obstacle to doing her
work. Kristina conveyed: “I do not have a good relationship with money. I dislike asking for
money, I hate doing it, I can do it, I hate doing it. I hate it, but I can do it when I need to.” In
general, participants talked about money as a stressor.
Sometimes this unease with money manifested itself when tying services and products to
a monetary value, particularly around pricing. Keri felt challenged when pricing her services:
“Money definitely is a huge challenge, especially for women, and I'd say even for me, because
it's like, what is your value?” Valuing self within pricing generated discomfort. Heidi,
Fathiyyaa, and Dani also conveyed difficulties setting up their prices. Participants struggled to
price their value in the market.
Sometimes, this discomfort originated from difficulties with financial literacy. Many
women in the study lacked a business background, and felt adrift when business modelling.
I think one, and this could be as a woman…I have no business background at all. I have
no financial … I can keep a checkbook, and I can know, you know, but I don't have any
of that experience. That financial literacy, that's a huge problem for women and girls.
(Keri)
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Historically, due to the male breadwinner model, most women did not learn financial literacy
(Ahl, 2006). Gendered norms create a gap in understanding market-based tools such as financial
literacy.
Money persistently appeared throughout the data as a point of difficulty for women social
entrepreneurs. Women felt discomfort with the idea of money. They struggled to project their
worth and tie it to monetary value. Lastly, many participants felt they had a deficit in financial
literacy. Women social entrepreneurs had anxiety about their knowledge of finance.
Women social entrepreneurs expressed difficulty embracing a business identity. They
experienced imposter syndrome because they did not match preconceptions of a business person,
and they felt unqualified. Moreover, women social entrepreneurs chafed at the idea of personal
and venture capital accumulation, while avoiding business terminology and tools. Lastly,
participants expressed difficulty with money, and talked about general discomfort, having issues
tying income to value and financial literacy in general. The business identity encapsulated churn
for participants, a spinning of unease within the social entrepreneur realm.
Spinning within Market-Based Norms: Making Icky Decisions
The women social entrepreneurs also indicated feeling stuck between business and social
outcomes. Echoing the literature, social entrepreneurs face choices between monetary profits
and social good (Dacin et al., 2011; Mair & Marti, 2006; Tracy & Phillips, 2007). Kristina
referred to this as making icky decisions, and expressed the conundrum as follows, “the
community impact part is where the value is, that's where the real value is, but if you can't keep
the business afloat, the value disappears.” Meeting fiscal and social needs required a balancing
act. Participants experience difficulty when deciding where to channel profits, determining
where to cut when experiencing declines, and how to select initiatives.
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When a company begins to make a profit, participants sometimes find themselves in a
conundrum, and experience angst when deciding how to channel profits. They gain newfound
access to capital, which they could apply directly to the cause of their choice. The venture,
however, also requires infusion of capital to grow per market-based norms.
I have to choose all the time between the two [social and fiscal] because it's a money
thing. Right now that's where the rub is, because I do have to choose between the two. I
do have to say, "Okay, am I going to take this money and put it back into the business to
continue growing the business, or am I going to take this money and go buy ten coats and
donate them," or whatever. I don't always choose right. (Stacey)
The desire to grow a business and to do good can conflict for participants. Stacey admits she
does not always feel as though she chooses correctly when confronted with a decision between
good and profits. In another example, Jessica chose to funnel profits back into the business, but
found herself making an unsustainable annual salary of approximately $1000. Women social
entrepreneurs struggle to determine where to channel profits.
At the other end of the financial spectrum, participants also struggle to choose how to cut
services or products when experiencing financial difficulties. When Kristina struggled to make
ends meet in the co-working space, she and her partner, Sara, had to make difficult choices:
One space only had one person and it was costing us an arm and a leg every month, and
Sara was like, “We need to downsize. We're going to have to close those spaces down.”
I'm like, “But we do that, we lose our people, we can't lose our people.” She's like, “But
the numbers aren't adding up. We can't continue to do this and keep this thing going.”
Participants struggle to cut existing products or services amidst financial instability, because it
curtails the ability to do good.
Lastly, participants found the feasibility of their ideas shaped by existing market needs.
Many of women spoke about previous ideas they had cared about, but those ideas essentially
flopped due to a lack of market demand.
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The market is your boss. It's going to tell you what you need to be doing and how you
need to be shifting so that you can succeed. Yes, we have our desires, but eventually
there is something that you have to compromise in order for your business to succeed.
(Briana)
At times, participants compromise for existing market structures and demands, and face choices
between social and fiscal goals.
As participants navigate market-based norms, they confront difficult choices between
social and economic goals. When deciding how to channel profits, participants need to choose
between business and social ends. Likewise, when in a financial crunch, participants need to cut
products and services, hampering social goals. Lastly, participants sometimes abandon socially
minded ideas due to lack of traction with market demands. Participants, torn between social and
financial goals, spin within difficult decision-making.
Spinning within Gender and Rational-Linear Norms: The Readiness Factor
Participants also struggle with readiness to launch the business or a specific product or
initiative. Ruth admitted, “That's the biggest hurdle, just feeling like, ‘When am I ready?’”
Interestingly, the women talked about readiness not only as an initial launch issue, but also as
repeated experience throughout their start-up journey. Women felt spinning when planning,
trying to get it right, and forecasting.
Participants emphasized the excessiveness of planning when launching their business, a
new service, or a new product. Some women named gendered norms as the culprit behind
excessive planning. In Dani’s experience coaching women entrepreneurs: “There's all these
women who are trying to do their due diligence and do all these things, and they take months and
months and months and months, when they could have just started.” Rational-linear norms
comingle with gender norms to shape how women enter into the market, encouraging planning
before moving forward.
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I personally am aware of is this feeling that I have to have everything 100% planned out
before I do anything, which is not true. Being able to talk myself through that and just
say, “Yes, you don't have everything from A to Z perfectly detailed out.” (Ruth)
Ruth’s thought process indicates a set of rational-linear expectations on how things should move
forward. She vacillates between the adherence to norms and talking herself into moving
forward. Women attribute gender norms to the rational-linear process of excessive planning.
Yet others describe the planning tendency as wanting accuracy before moving forward
with their venture ideas.
I don't want to go out unless it's right. Then I won't publicize it until it's right. Once it
gets to that point and I have this infrastructure in place, then I can be like, "Okay. Hey,
everybody." I'm out there. (Erica)
Erica strove to make it ‘right’ before exposure. I heard other participants, such as Julia, Ruth,
and Elise, confirm this sentiment. Interviewees did not move forward until they had it ‘right.’
Within this need to get something ‘right’, participants experience spinning when
forecasting, the tendency to think three to four steps ahead when creating a venture or product.
Forecasting is rooted in a rational-linear norm of reducing chaos. As Erica said, “we can see
things before you even see them. We see things coming down the pipe.” In my observation of
the women’s entrepreneurship group, participants named forecasting as a barrier for women.
Women found it difficult to launch, because they actively forecasted all potential issues two or
three steps into the venture.
Women social entrepreneurs experienced spinning when launching their venture or
putting forth a new product or service. Rooted in rational-linear norms, the interviewees felt the
need to reduce chaos and plan out all the steps involved prior to moving forward. Participants
felt prone to an excessive amount of planning, and noted this as a trend among women
entrepreneurs. Likewise, participants felt the need to get it ‘right’, underscoring a belief in some

178
rational, and correct version. Lastly, participants felt a need to forecast, to plan three to four
steps in advance prior to making a move. Participants experience spinning due to the pressure to
conform to rational-linear and gendered norms.
Spinning within Individualistic Norms: A Weighty Paralysis
Living within individualistic norms, participants described an ensuing weightiness and at
times paralysis which occurred when running a social venture. Particularly early on in creating a
venture, women social entrepreneurs feel alone in their ideas and initiatives. Participants
experienced decision fatigue, loneliness, and a paralysis about how to ‘enter in.’
Several participants dealt with decision fatigue, which kept them from moving forward as
a solo entrepreneur.
It is challenging in that you can't say, "Hey, what do you think of this color, or how about
this logo, or how about this flavor?" You don't have anyone to say that to, but also,
nobody's good at every piece of the job, and so those pieces you don't like that are hard
and heavy, they get weighty. (Stacey)
Like Stacey, Heidi and Briana described solo decision making as ‘weighty’ or ‘heavy.’ The full
onus of decision-making falls to the solo entrepreneur. The nature of this individualistic model
leads to decision-making fatigue for many participants.
Alongside the decision fatigue, all of the social entrepreneurs experienced lonely
stretches of time and subsequent unproductiveness in their work. Julia described her first year,
“I originally thought it was all just me, and I was pretty miserable doing it just me.” Briana
added that, “sometimes you just feel alone even when you have all these people around you.”
Sole responsibility for decisions creates loneliness, which can impede the work of women social
entrepreneurs. Stacy described: “You feel like, oh my gosh. I'm in this all by myself. If I don't
do this right, I'm failing and there's just nobody to take the weight of it with you.” Participants
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experienced long stretches of succumbing to loneliness and not moving their business forward,
instead spinning and wrestling with what to do next.
In addition to decision fatigue and loneliness, a few participants experienced paralysis
regarding how to enter into a community as an external individual. Participants felt stuck,
hesitating due to concern about whether work would help or harm a community. I heard this
theme most strongly from Heidi, Elise, and Kristina. Elise illustrates this faltering feeling as
follows: “I think part of what's important for me, even though I'm really well intentioned in what
I want to do, I don't want to negatively impact a child because I think I have a really good idea.”
Participants vacillated on whether or not to move forward with their initiatives due to concern
and awareness of their individual lens.
As solo entrepreneurs, participants in this study described how paralysis can fester due to
the individual nature of the work. Participants feel stuck in decision fatigue, which can impede
the business from moving forward. Moreover, they feel lonely in their work, which can harm
motivation. Lastly, some participants felt paralyzed due to uncertainty as an external individual
helping or harming the community. Women social entrepreneurs experience spinning within
individualistic norms.
Chapter Summary: Findings on Churn
Women social entrepreneurs spin as they grapple with norms when starting a social
enterprise. In Figure 15, I illustrate the addition of the theme spinning in a visual of how women
social entrepreneurs navigate their embeddedness.
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Figure 15. Evolving illustration: Findings on churn. This figure incorporates findings on churn.
This theme describes churn as participants wrestle with how to create their business. Participants
struggle with gender norms particularly around confidence, limiting beliefs, and visibility.
Gender and market-based norms converge as women sometimes feel like a business imposter,
avoid business norms, and experience a strained relationship with money. Moreover, marketbased norms create strain for social entrepreneurs as they make difficult decisions between social
and financial outcomes. Gender and rational-linear norms overlap to create spinning around
readiness, in planning, getting it right, and forecasting. Lastly, the onus of individualistic norms
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create weightiness, as participants struggle alone with decision fatigue, loneliness, and
questioning on how to enter into community work. In this particular chapter, I illustrated how
women navigate their venture within churn, and outlined the theme of spinning. In the next
chapter, I will describe how participants navigate starting their venture with personal learning, in
the category of growth.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: FINDINGS ON GROWTH
Within the creative churn of starting a social venture, participants experience learning
and growth. In my process of coding with post-it notes, I found the word ‘learn’ scattered across
the walls, ranging from formal to informal learning opportunities. The culmination of this
personal learning shifted the focus of the findings to include internal change as well as external
change among the participants. Not only do women social entrepreneurs work to create change
external to themselves; in the process, they experience personal growth, which I describe
throughout this chapter.
Learning
I think it's just kind of ... I don't know. Not so much reinventing, but just finding out how
to, finding my way to do it. How to get there. I feel like it's already there, I just don't
really know the way… yeah, I just think it's a big learning experience.
– Heather
Throughout their experience, participants engage in learning. I define learning as a
broadening knowledge of others, knowledge of self, and knowledge of how a venture can
interact with the world. Learning is integral to the social venture endeavor. In Figure 16, I
illustrate how the personal change and growth aligns with embedded norms.
Gender Norms

Market-Based
Norms

•Shedding
limiting
beliefs
•Resilience

•Learning new
skillsets

Rational-Linear
Worldview
•Navigating
ambiguity
•Failing
forward

Individualistic
Norms
•Finding
community

Figure 16. Learning sub-themes. This figure includes sub-themes of learning.
Participants navigate embedded norms by learning to shed limiting beliefs, gain skillsets, fail
forward, and find community.
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Learning within Gender Norms: Shedding Limiting Beliefs
Participants learned how to shed limiting beliefs. As discussed in the previous chapter,
the field of entrepreneurship contains male gendered norms, which led to struggles around
legitimacy for the women participants in this study. Yet my findings suggest that women at
times learned how to shed these beliefs. As Dani said, “we almost have to re-wire who we are.”
The process of shedding beliefs includes believing in legitimacy and resilience.
Believing in legitimacy. Participants learned to trust their own legitimacy in the field.
They did not necessarily start out believing in their own legitimacy, but instead learned how to
do so over time. The women navigated their oppression by learning to suppress negative
feedback, cut out negative influencers, focus on external accolades, and change self-concept.
To begin the process of gaining legitimacy, participants needed to first identify and
actively suppress negative feedback.
I hear it from a lot of men that what I'm doing isn't my place. I hear it all the time that it
is not my place but then I ask them. “If it's not my place then who? Then who?” Until
they can answer that question for me then it's 100% my place because I want to make my
community a better place. This is my community. I grew up here. (Fathiyyaa)
Fathiyyaa identified the negative feedback that calls her legitimacy into question, and discredits
it. Kristina echoed that we receive multiple external messages that go to the “deepest parts of
our brains,” and it takes almost physical work to disentangle and block those negative messages.
When Julia initially received negative feedback, she would “beat herself up for days.” Yet after
multiple experiences with this, she said she learned to shut out the comments, and that now “it
affects me way, way less.” Participants developed skills in suppressing negative feedback.
For some participants, suppressing negative feedback involved changing and at times
ending their relationships. A few women talked about cutting out negative influencers to
facilitate shedding negative beliefs.
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In order to get ProtoVenture off the ground, I had to leave a marriage. I didn't have a
supportive partner. He didn't think I was really, legitimately going to be able to start a
real business because consulting is not real business. “You should get a job, get a real
job.” Trying to get an environment like this off the ground, when you go home to that, is
the worst thing you can possibly do for yourself. You go home, and you don't want to be
there, you'd rather be here where you can continue to do what you're doing. (Kristina)
Kristina ended a pivotal personal relationship in her life to cut out a negative influencer. In a
professional example, Keri felt that her advisory group held her back, so she responded by
limiting their role in her business. Participants cut out influencers that reinforced a negative selfimage, a necessary step to recognizing legitimacy.
Complementary to filtering out negative comments and influencers, participants also
focused on external accolades and support to bolster their belief in themselves. As mentioned in
the literature review, social entrepreneurship thrives on media that elevates the hero entrepreneur
(Dacin et al., 2011; Katre & Salipante, 2012). The SVV, where I conducted my group
observation, hosted a weekly blog dedicated to an entrepreneurial story. Media outlets featured
several of my participants and their new ventures, including Jessica, Briana, Heidi, Brooke,
Janelle, Keri, Kristina, Julia, and Dani. Notoriety reaffirmed their belief about the legitimacy of
their work.
As soon as I started getting a bit of recognition in The Star Tribune or the magazines that
interviewed me, it helped the perception of the business. It's no longer me working out of
my bedroom, which is totally what I'm doing, but it's legitimate now, somehow. (Jessica)
Briana echoed this sentiment, but further described how this combatted negative thoughts: “It's
so cool seeing people recognize you and to uplift you, because I think it knocks out all those
negative thoughts that you have out, and the other fears, and it refuels you.” External accolades
helped women abandon negative beliefs and grow into a more positive self-concept.
Ultimately, shutting out negative feedback, cutting out negative influencers, and
receiving external accolades creates a stronger and more positive self-concept. Dani described
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this shift as “valuing what I could bring to the table.” Keri linked a positive self-concept to
gaining self-assurance, and defined it as follows:
Self-assurance is, you fail and you're like, "It'll be okay." Someone's like, "What if your
business fails?" I'll be like, "I'll be okay. I’ll do this, this or this. I don't know, I'll be
fine. I'll be okay. Regardless, I'll be okay.”
Keri held a positive self-conceptualization. For many of the participants, changing to a more
positive self-concept involved a shift away from questioning the legitimacy of their work.
Women learned to believe in their own legitimacy, and experienced growth in their
positive self-concept. It required shedding negative beliefs by learning to suppress negative
feedback. Moreover, some participants ended or modified relationships to cut out negative
influencers. External accolades bolstered participants’ sense of self. Participants gained a more
positive self-concept, and a belief in one’s own legitimacy as a social entrepreneur.
Resilience. Many participants also grew in resilience in their time as a social
entrepreneur. Women participants learned by continually reinforcing resilience as they launched
their venture. Participants experienced resilience as a grounding in personal power, the process
of pushing yourself into discomfort, and in continuing amidst negativity.
Participants grounded themselves in personal power in different ways. Julia adopted a
long view on how far she had come, rather than focusing on a single day’s perspective. Keri
tried to harness what she called ‘power tools’, finding ways to link to empowerment. Heidi
described it more as agency; she said: “I was taking back my own personal power, and that's, to
be honest with you, putting up boundaries for myself.” Briana has adopted self-care:
I also know you can't fight fear without action, so I have to consistently act and water my
plant every day. I also constantly re-validate why I'm doing my work. A lot of times I
feel like it's not the business concept that fails, it's the person that is behind it. Because
we either are not taking care of ourselves. And I know that if you're not well, nothing in
your world's going to be, because what energy you possess is what you're going to get.
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Participants created resilience by grounding themselves in their own personal power through
taking a long view, embracing power tools, or paying attention to self-care.
In addition to finding their personal power, participants adopted a resilient approach by
leaning into discomfort and moving forward. Fathiyyaa believed social change required
agitation and leaning into uncomfortable spaces. Janelle approached your business with
resilience: “you have to push yourself to go into markets you don't know.” Amidst the
discomfort, perhaps the most common refrain of resilience involved learning to move forward
when faced with negativity. The women learned to move forward in difficult environments,
when facing the trials of a start-up, and amidst negative feedback.
At times, participants faced extremely difficult or even dangerous environments, yet they
continued on within these environments. As discussed previously, Fathiyyaa and Kristina
experienced extreme pushback in response to their entrepreneurial endeavors, but they learned to
keep going and navigate a difficult terrain.
We had a bomb threat and death threat and stalking. We've survived quite a bit. I think
that sometimes it's the biggest challenges that you walk through, and you walk through
that failure, and you keep going, and you figure out ways to keep it going that just builds
stronger resiliency in you. So then the next thing that pops up you're like, “Psh.
Whatever. I'll take care of that.” That's nothing compared to some of the stuff that we've
been through. (Kristina)
Less extreme, but nevertheless difficult, Stacey also experienced a huge life change that left her
with four children and no income. Yet she learned resilience amidst the tough choices and
created a venture. Resilience means continuing on even when in dire situations.
The nature of a start-up itself created a difficulty and required resilience. Keri said,
“Being an entrepreneur is the hardest thing you'll ever do…It is not glamorous. It is dirty, it is
gross, it is exciting, it is vulnerable, it's many different things.” Entrepreneurship contains the
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exciting as well as exhausting experiences. Women employed resilience in a difficult
professional environment.
Through difficult scenarios and the trials of a start-up, many participants faced negative
feedback and required resilience to continue. When Elise got negative feedback from a mentor,
she described it as “my tiny little seed of my dream and I feel like he trampled on it.” Yet unlike
the spinning that occurred in an earlier section, women exhibited resilience and moved forward
regardless of negative feedback.
Women exhibited growth by adopting a resilient approach in the field of social
entrepreneurship. They learned how to ground themselves in personal power, through adopting a
long view, agency, or self-care. Furthermore, the pushed themselves into situations of
discomfort. Lastly, they continued amidst negativity – including difficult environments, the
trials of a start-up, and negative feedback. The women entrepreneurs conveyed growth by
adopting a resilient mindset.
The women in this study shed limiting beliefs by learning how to believe in their own
legitimacy in the field and by adopting a resilient mindset. Believing in their own legitimacy
required suppressing negative feedback, cutting out negative influencers, focusing on external
accolades, and adopting a positive self-concept. Likewise, resiliency required that women find
personal power, lean into discomfort, and continue amidst negativity. Participants gained
personal learning and growth in social entrepreneurship.
Learning within Market-Based Norms: Learning New Skillsets.
Participants also learned new skillsets to launch their business. The women in this study
engaged in different types of learning for their venture, in formal and informal settings.
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Specifically, women spent time learning how to run a business, how to do market research, and
how to build content knowledge of their field.
Learning how to run a business. As highlighted in the demographics section, women
came from scattered professional backgrounds, and needed to learn how to run a business.
While Ruth had worked in a business setting, she felt intimidated by the learning curve, “I've
never started a business. I've been in a structured, corporate environment my whole career,
which seems to stifle any type of creativity or independent thought, so I'm not trained that way.”
With differing paths, women increased their knowledge through openness to learning more,
experiential learning, testing, seeking out coaching, and formal education.
Participants indicated significant openness to learning. Learning acted as a core part of
their experience: “I need to learn how to challenge myself more. I want to grow more. What
other professional development opportunities do I have? How do I feed and nourish the learning
part of my brain?” (Kristina). All of the pre-launchers – Elise, Ruth, Heather, and Wendy –
expressed interest in learning more skills before launching. Participants overwhelmingly
illustrated an openness towards learning.
By staying open to learning opportunities, many of the participants embraced experiential
learning. Julia felt her start-up was “one big continual improvement process.” Janelle learned
how to assess partnerships,
One of the first challenges that comes to mind is our team. We had me and my partner,
and then we had another individual, and she decided she wanted to do her own venture.
Finding the right team is really important. That was a big learning lesson.
Creating the right team took time, and learning through experience. Participants learned
business skills by doing the work.
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Akin to experiential learning, participants often tweaked and tested their services and
products as they navigated launching a venture. Stacey learned to test incrementally rather than
putting all of her resources into one trial. Brooke learned how to increase customer satisfaction
and gain return customers by tweaking a product based on customer feedback. Briana learned
that her product had multiple channels through reaching out to new clientele. Participants
experienced growth and learning in their willingness to test and tweak their work.
Experiential learning and testing ideas created learning opportunities, but some women
also received formal coaching as a source of learning. Stacey sought out a formal coaching
relationship with Brooke, which had greatly influenced her learning of the field.
How did I know my audience? I started out in business knowing nothing about business
and then, yes. It was probably Brooke who said to me, "Okay, who's your target
customer?” I was like, "Whoever wants to buy it. I don't get it. What's the question?”
Yes, she probably was the person that was instrumental in saying that. (Stacey)
Through Brooke’s coaching, Stacey learned to look at her target market. Coaching facilitated
learning for participants.
Similar to coaching, several participants engaged in other types of formal learning
opportunities to increase their knowledge about running a business. Wendy, Brooke, Kristina,
and Ruth took coursework in a higher education setting. Keri and Fathiyyaa took a business
class through a local non-profit. Stacey and Dani listened to podcasts and free online courses.
Women engaged actively in formal learning opportunities.
Participants approached learning how to run a business in several ways. Initially, they
exhibited an openness to learning, and a desire to grow their skills. They also engaged in
experiential learning, and testing their products. Others sought out coaches or formal learning
opportunities. Participants experience growth when learning how to run a business.
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Market research. Participants also learned by implementing market research. Even
those who felt they had some knowledge of their clientele wanted to learn more. Specifically,
participants spent time learning more about the appropriate channels and the cultural and
business landscape of their clients.
In order to reach their clients, participants tried different tactics to learn where to channel
their efforts.
There’s the Art Store, the art and gift shop, there's a flower shop that also sells socially
minded products. There's a salon in White Bear and there's resort up by Brainerd. So a
couple of different channels thinking let's try it and see what works. (Brooke)
Julia described doing pop-up shops in people’s homes to see if direct sales would gain traction.
Stacey worked different events and farmers’ markets to sell her products. Participants learned
product effectiveness by trying out different channels or locations.
In addition to experimenting with channels, participants also researched the local
landscape to better understand client needs. Fathiyyaa met with friends, family, members of her
Mosque community to understand the needs of her community. Kristina met local business
owners to discover gaps. Working without a central directory, she also utilized social media to
find local business owners. Jessica launched herself into a huge international research project:
I became kind of obsessed with learning what violence against women looks like in other
cultural contexts including Saint Paul in the US. I was like, I need to go to India to better
understand what the systems of violence look like in India. I went, I was meeting with
different social entrepreneurs, female social entrepreneurs there, understanding what they
were doing to address these systems. I was trying to see if there were key learning that
had this light bulb go off, like this is what we can do everywhere. I learned so much, I
ended up backpacking Central America doing the same thing, went to Jordan, Middle
East, South Africa, I didn't get too far through Africa at that point. I just eventually
noticed this very clear theme of a need for economic opportunity for these women in
order to...In my brain it doesn't address the root of the problem but it addresses the root of
one of the symptoms, one of the effects of having experienced violence.
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Through research these women learned more about the clients. Fathiyyaa learned about gaps in
professional opportunities for Somali women. Kristina learned that women business ownders
needed support. Jessica learned that economic opportunity impacts women’s violence around
the world. By engaging in research directly with participants, participants learned how to shape
their business efforts.
Building content knowledge in the field. Participants also sought out content expertise
when building their knowledge about their business. In Briana’s work with youth and violence,
she found the need to reach out to professionals:
There's always this space where you have to continue to learn and to really talk to other
people. Honestly, the work that I do is therapeutic, but I'm not a licensed social worker.
I could talk about my life experience all day, but there's just, "Oh, well you need to be
licensed. What's your background?"…and things like that. So…I would say kind of like
if I wanted to strengthen my business model, talk to more therapists, and just see how
they can improve my work. I think that was helpful, just talking to people who do it on a
professional level consistent with kids from all walks of life. That was really helpful.
In a similar vein, Elise volunteered as guardian ad litem to learn more about the foster care
system. Heidi sought out experts in intercultural communication to learn more about how to
engage sensitively in her work across cultures. Ruth visited the Cuban embassy to learn more
about the current opportunities for her business. The participants reached out to content
knowledge experts as they launched their business to learn and grow into the field.
Women social entrepreneurs found a variety of ways to engage in learning more about
launching a business venture. They developed skills in how to run a business through
experience, coaching, and formal training. They engaged in market research by learning more
about potential channels and their clients. Lastly, they sought out content knowledge expertise to
learn more about the field. Participants seek out personal learning when launching a venture.
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Learning within Rational-Linear Norms: Learning to Navigate Ambiguity
Participants also learned to navigate ambiguity. The embeddedness of rational-linear
norms creates an expectation of order rather than the chaos of a start-up. In particular,
participants learned to expect ambiguity, incorporate flexibility, and fail forward.
Learning to expect ambiguity. Social entrepreneurship involves ambiguity, and
participants navigate that ambiguity with mixed results. Wendy compared working for a
corporation with starting a business, “the corporate path has benefits and a secure income.
Socially, in our culture, that's approved of. You're more mainstream. It's safe, it's comforting,
and predictable. I think with entrepreneurship, it can be terrifying.” Our cultural norms support
order, rational moves, whereas starting a business involves chaos. Briana said, “you have to be
able to navigate the unknown.” In a similar refrain, Kristina said you “have to get comfortable
with the not knowing.” While Julia understood the ambiguity, she did not feel comfortable
amidst the unknown:
Kim: Would you say that you experience a lot of ambiguity? And then, is it getting more
comfortable for you?
Julia: Yes and no.
Kim: Okay.
Julia: Yes, I feel it, and no, I don't really like it.
Kim: Are you getting more comfortable?
Julia: No.
Kim: Is it still really hard?
Julia: Yeah.
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Our cultural norms support a rational-linear, non-ambiguous view of the world. Yet social
entrepreneurs find ambiguity in the field, and express varying levels of comfort with this
ambiguity. Participants learn to adjust to an ambiguous environment.
Incorporating flexibility. Participants also learned flexibility in their approach to
running a business. In addition to expecting an ambiguous environment, they proactively found
ways to shift their products, services, and even company direction. Women learned flexibility by
reshaping initial business ideas, when incorporating customer feedback, in adjusting efforts, and
when finding audiences for their products or services.
Women exhibited flexibility by reshaping initial ideas before launching a product or
service. The literature represents entrepreneurship as a single, brilliant idea that hits the market
successfully (Martin & Osberg, 2007). Yet the participants iterated their product or service
rather than adopting a singular idea.
Yeah, I was, "I'm going to figure this out," and so I literally, I checked out every book
from the library. I read as much as I could online. There's endless information online.
Started comparing and almost doing experiments in my kitchen about what worked and
what didn't and that's how I developed all those products. (Brooke)
Without a pre-established solution, Brooke tested a variety of options. Participants engaged
multiple ideas before landing on a product or service.
Similar to exploring ideas, several women showed flexibility by incorporating customer
feedback as part of their process. Participants changed their product from its original conception.
Julia found that her customers responded better to marketing based on style rather than cause.
Brooke reported:
I have gotten some negative feedback from two people on Etsy out of about two hundred
orders in the past year, so a small percentage of people who weren't super satisfied. I
tweaked a couple of recipes just based on that.
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Likewise, when Keri created workshops in Peru, she shifted each workshop to meet feedback of
local participants. The participants exhibited flexibility regarding customer feedback.
Listening to feedback and being open to input helped participants adjust their efforts
versus abandoning early iterations of an idea.
We didn't do well at the farmers’ market. It was a lot of time and hassle to pack up, to
show up, to set up, to whatever until we stopped doing them, which I shouldn't have
stopped doing them. I should've changed the way I was doing it. I should've marketed
differently. I should have...been walking around at the farmers’ market with samples. I
should have been...I should have approached it differently, rather than saying, "That
doesn't work and that's not for us.” (Stacey)
Stacey emphasizes re-trying; learning to tweak and learn from different options rather than
abandoning. Briana also found herself not “being receptive to certain feedback to make things
better… I feel like if I would've just kept improving it, it would've been better.” Both
participants found themselves initially responding in a linear way, dropping ideas that did not
work immediately, rather than adopting openness to adjusting their original ideas. Yet both now
saw the value in adjusting their efforts when running their business.
Participants also adjusted their ideas about their target market, and learned to expand into
entirely new audiences. Julia described how her business has “evolved over time, because what I
thought it was going to be, it hasn't necessarily been that.” I heard several stories around
evolving ideas; participants finding something new unexpectedly. Briana’s story below
highlights a shift from working with youth experiencing domestic violence to youth with eating
disorders, an entirely new audience.
Just recently, one of my close friends reached out to me and she was like, "I want you to
bring your dolls to the National Eating Disorder Association.” For me, I had never
thought about eating disorders and the connection with my dolls, but then I was like, you
know what? There's this image around my body and still with self-expression, obviously
they're dealing with some sort of trauma, so I looked at the bigger scope of trauma and
not just violence from what I knew, but how I could take that and bring it into other areas.
People start helping you see bigger. I never thought about connecting the dots to eating
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disorders. I recently got the opportunity to be able to do that, so I actually did it last year
where I brought my dolls out to a [local venue] and I'm going to do it next year; it
happens every February, to the National Eating Disorder Walk. These youth just come
around and they wanna make...I actually brought paper dolls. It was fabulous. They
pinned their dolls on them and they were talking and engaging in each other.
Briana expanded her audience, and moved away from her original planning, contrary to a
rational-linear approach. Keri, originally hosting classes for women in Peru, recently moved into
corporate consulting in the US. Participants explored new audiences.
Failing forward. Participants also learned how to apply failures to future efforts by
failing forward.
I have learned way more from my failures than I have from my successes, but you have
to be okay with failing. You have to willing to put it out there and fail and go, “Okay,
that didn't work. Let's try something else.” (Stacey)
For Jessica, failing forward meant taking a product failures and applying the learnings towards
her next product. Kristina also describes a scenario of failing forward:
I think that's the biggest and hardest part, is failing forward. Not getting caught up in the,
"Oh my gosh." My start-up partner…ended up taking resources from the company,
which is why I ended the partnership. This is my dream, my vision, my business that I
invited them into and now I'm getting really hosed and I have all these missing resources
I have to be accountable for and I have to blow the whistle. I had to call the foundation, I
had to the fiscal agent, I had to call an attorney, and within 72 hours it was done. It was a
lot of laying everything out on the table. When that feels like an absolute and total earthshattering failure, that there's nobody else to go to, but you always find the right people to
go to, eventually, is what I find.
Participants found ways to turn failure into learning opportunities. In a rational-linear world,
failure may seem like a stopping point, but participants find a way to move through the chaos,
and utilize these experiences to move forward.
Participants expect order based on their rational-linear norms, yet they learn to navigate
chaos. Women social entrepreneurs learn to navigate ambiguity, even when outside their
comfort zone. They also incorporate flexibility when launching their business by reshaping
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initial business ideas, incorporating customer feedback, adjusting their products and services, and
finding new audiences. Lastly, the participants find ways to fail forward, turning roadblocks into
opportunities where possible. Women learn ways to navigate chaos.
Learning within Individualistic Norms: Finding Community
Though embedded within individualist norms, participants expressed the need for
community. Living within embedded cultural norms of individualism, places a premium on selfefficacy. Yet contrary to this, women learned to seek out communities. My findings indicate
participants learned to utilize networks and ask for help.
Learning to utilize networks. Due to the benefits of creating relationships, participants
utilized and often expanded their network as they built their business. The women in this study
recognized the importance of building relationships, as Briana explained: “what I had to realize
is I didn't have to crowd source money early on. I needed to be crowd sourcing people
resources.” Elise agreed that moving into an entrepreneurial space is learning how to “make
connections.” The types of connections social entrepreneurs pursued included business-related
relationships, education-related relationships, and support-related relationships.
Business-related relationships. Entrepreneurs developed connections for their business.
In order to operate, participants had to expand their networks to include new connections. The
most common relationships participants discussed included relationships with constituents,
stakeholders, and partners.
Participants built relationships with the constituents they wanted to serve, which
facilitated the growth of their business.
The process of actually connecting with communities, that's nice. I do enjoy that part.
There are so many people with fantastic ideas so it's nice to be able to see people coming
together and building good partnerships that can help other people with services you're
providing. (Janelle)
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Janelle built on the energy community provided for her business. Heather and Brooke connected
with community by volunteering with local workforce agencies to build relationships and learn
more about potential constituents. Heidi viewed relationships as the core of her work:
I am a friend to the women that I love around the world and hearing from them what they
want to make, what they need, just like I would for a friend here, and then making steps
to take action however I can do that best.
Heidi’s experience building relationships with constituents facilitated her own learning.
Building relationships with constituents created learning opportunities for women entrepreneurs.
Along with the constituents of their business, the participants also built relationships with
multiple stakeholders, such as vendors, lawyers, accountants, or other professionals they
encountered in their launch. Even pre-launch, Heather worked to build relationships with local
supply sources such as bakeries, or coffee suppliers. Kristina met with local accountants and
lawyers; not merely for services but as a team she could go to for advice. Brooke also found her
community growing as she expanded her network of vendors for her products. Building
relationships included working with various business stakeholders.
Some participants sought cooperative relationships with partners. Partnering with her
sister to launch a business, Heather said, “I wouldn't want to do it on my own.” Janelle
benefitted from having a partner when she teamed up with a local developer:
I wanted to really bounce this off her, like, “Does this make sense?” I had that first idea
and then I took it to my friend, a developer. When I told her, and it's morphed a little bit
since then, she got it right away. Even the gibberish it was at the time, she picked it up
and she was like, “Yeah, it could go here and do this and do that.”
Partners provide a sense of validation and propels the business forward. When participants move
away from the silo of the individual by partnering, these partnerships can create synergy and
growth for their venture.
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Education-related relationships. Women formed relationships for educational reasons
as well. These relationships centered on an exchange of information. Participants engaged in
two types of education-related relationships, including mentors and advisory boards.
Participants created mentor relationships as a core part of their journey. Partway through
my data collection, I noticed my sample set included three sets of mentor/mentee relationships.
Brooke served as a mentor to Stacey. Keri served as a mentor to Ruth. Lastly, Kristina served as
a mentor to Fathiyyaa. As I analyzed the data, I found dialogue matching across mentor/mentee
transcripts. For example, Keri talked a lot about gender and readiness, which Ruth repeated
verbatim. Stacey adopted Brooke’s beliefs about the importance of having a business plan. My
sample set helped to illustrate the transfer of information between mentors and mentees.
Participants created mentorship relationships as an important source of learning and
growth .
I have a lot of mentors. I really love mentors. You just have this eco-system of support.
They're not your immediate family, but they come in a capacity to really mentor your
growth, so I really love having mentors. Especially the ones that I've come across, have
so much expertise, so much wisdom. (Briana)
Like Briana, Stacey also referenced the importance of her mentor: “I think that Brooke was
probably the most instrumental person for me in learning what really mattered and what didn't
matter, and what conversations I should be having and what numbers I should know.” Some
participants had instrumental mentors during their start-up process.
In addition to one-on-one mentor relationships, some participants adopted an advisory
group to gain knowledge. At the time of the interviews, Kristina, Briana, and Keri had created
advisory boards for their businesses. Kristina and Keri felt these boards served as a crucial
source of information for learning how to run their business. Moreover, Briana’s advisor group
facilitated additional connections:
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I had an advisory committee when I was starting off and one of my advisors, which was
actually someone who was a director at Thrivent. He was like, "My wife knows these
nurses and these therapists that can get you connected." That was really, really helpful.
Just people that I already had in my network reaching out to their networks.
Advisory boards provided support and learning for participants.
Support-related relationships. Although the relationships above included support,
participants called out additional groups as important to maintaining mental health as they
navigated their venture. As discussed, social entrepreneurs navigate a terrain that directly
negates their embedded social norms, underscoring the importance of support systems that allow
them to relate to others. Women named fellow entrepreneurs, groups focused on marginalized
communities, and existing relationships as particularly helpful to their own self-care.
Many of the women spent time with other entrepreneurs or joined entrepreneurship
groups when launching their venture.
I get really energized by meeting other social entrepreneurs. Having another social
enterprise to talk about and promote and invest in, I think that's been really fun for, at
least my network that is mostly social entrepreneurs. That's been good. Inside the social
enterprise realm, other people who get it, are super excited about it. They understand it.
They get the social business thing. They get the population. They get the product.
(Brooke)
Like Brooke, Stacey felt positive feelings when interacting with other entrepreneurs:
I think when you're in a group of people who are all different, but yet you feel this
camaraderie of one, we're all business owners, or many of us are business owners, and
we're trying to do something good. That just feels good.
Spending time with other entrepreneurs helped provide energy, validation, and comradery for
social entrepreneurs.
Participants also found comradery by joining groups specific to other aspects of their
identity. Dani created women-only mastermind groups because she found that these
relationships provided a lasting support system for women entrepreneurs. Erica experienced
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women entrepreneur groups as a safe space, “When we get into these rooms with other women
entrepreneurs, it's a safe space. That's very important. That's so valued.” Heidi concurred,
“there's a little bit of a sisterhood that develops. It's really nice to have a supportive space.”
Jasmine and Erica also joined groups with communities of color during their launch. Janelle
belongs to a technology specific group for Black women:
One of our key missions is allowing people to have that space to actually talk about it.
It's good to have the support, it's good to have the mental break, and it's good just to have
a place to vent sometimes.
Participants sought out and found support in communities that center on marginalized identities,
particularly around gender and race.
In addition to new relationships, participants maintained existing relationships. Many
women viewed their friends as a source of support.
I'm very grateful to have a group of friends who try to understand me and will watch the
documentaries that I tell them to watch and all of that without judging me but are still
okay being like, “Heidi, you need to tone it down. We're going to go self-care, like,
you're going to come see a movie.” That's really helpful and needed. (Heidi)
In addition to support from friends, Heidi, Brooke, Julia, and Erica had spousal support which
created a safe space to venture into the unknown. Support systems bolstered social
entrepreneurs, and allowed them to move forward on this entrepreneurial journey.
Women social entrepreneurs experienced growth when building a community.
Participants found that building different types of relationships – business-related, educationrelated, and support-related – continued their growth and learning as an entrepreneur. Rather
than an individualistic approach, social entrepreneurs sought out relationships.
Learning to ask for help. Within these different networks of relationships, participants
pushed themselves outside of their comfort zone to make connections and ask for help. In
seeking the advice of others, Briana said, “There was a month where I had probably over 30

201
coffees with people.” Likewise, Julia moved outside her comfort zone to create connections:
“You have to put yourself out there and it's really awkward. I don't know, for me, I need that. I
need a community so I'll risk looking like a dork and asking somebody to get coffee.” Kristina
concurred, and expressed recognition that “You also don't have all the answers, so you have to
be comfortable asking for help and asking for support when you need it.” Participants learned
how to get comfortable outside of their comfort zone, make connections, and ask for help.
Participants emphasized the importance of finding community, contrary to their
embedded individualistic norms. They made several new connections based on business
relationships, education, and support. Lastly, they learned the importance of moving outside of
their comfort zone to ask for help. Participants grew in relationships as they launched their
venture.
Chapter Summary: Findings on Learning
As they navigated launching a social venture, participants experienced personal learning
and growth. They learned to shed limiting beliefs regarding enculturated norms by believing in
their legitimacy and finding resilience. Participants also added skillsets in business management
by seeking new business knowledge, researching clients and channels, and increasing content
knowledge. Moreover, they found growth in how they responded to rational-linear norms by
learning to expect ambiguity and fail forward. Lastly, they learned to find community by
building relationships, gathering support, and asking for help. Each of these sub-themes
illustrate a focus on personal growth and learning.
Findings Summary
In chapters four through seven, I provided an overview of the findings, illustrating
components of participants’ embeddedness and how they approach navigating their
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embeddedness with elements of creative churn. Participants live embedded within gender,
market-based, rational-linear, and individualistic norms. Yet within these norms, they navigate
their environment with creative churn through considering, imagining, meshing, spinning, and
learning. In Figure 17, I illustrate how the findings fit within the research problem.

Figure 17. Evolving illustration: Findings summary. This figure illustrates the findings summary.

In chapter eight, I will analyze how the findings from chapters four through seven interact, align,
and depart from previous work regarding women social entrepreneurs.
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CHAPTER EIGHT: THEORETICAL ANALYSIS
In chapter eight, I shift from outlining the findings into a theoretical analysis of the
findings. In previous chapters, I illustrated how women social entrepreneurs experience layers of
embeddedness through gender, market-based, rational-linear, and individualistic norms.
Moreover, they employ different processes in the themes of creating, churning, and learning
throughout their experience. In the following sections, I will explore how each theoretical lens
aligns and departs from these findings, and how the analysis helps to explain the significance of
the data on women social entrepreneurs.
I break my theoretical analysis into three categories. First, I apply Granovetter’s (1985)
theory of embeddedness to analyze the landscape. Second, I include three theoretical lenses to
explore how women social entrepreneurs interact with that landscape: West and Zimmerman’s
(1987) theory of performativity, Freire’s (1970/2000) concept of extension and dialogue, and
Sarasvathy’s (2003) theory of effectuation. Third, I analyze learning and personal change with
Freire’s (1970/2000) conscientization. With these three theoretical perspectives addressing
landscape, interactions, and personal learning, I provide a contextualized portrayal on how
women social entrepreneurs navigate their embeddedness when launching a venture.
The Landscape: Mapping the System
To explore how women social entrepreneurs experience creating a social venture requires
understanding the cultural, social, and economic landscape; revealing how participants remain
embedded in underlying systems. Applying Granovetter’s (1985) theory of embeddedness
captures the landscape of their environment. The following section will illustrate how
embeddedness interacts with the data on women social entrepreneurs creating a social venture.
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Embeddedness
As defined in chapter two, embeddedness refers to the interconnectedness of the
economic and social spheres; the cultural, social, and economic variables where social
entrepreneurs exist (Granovetter, 1985/2005). Granovetter (1985/2005) expanded the field of
economic sociology by identifying two core arguments – the polarization of the existing
theoretical landscape and the atomization of the individual. He argued that existing research
straddled a chasm between under-socialized and over-socialized perspectives; economists tended
to undervalue the influence of culture and society on the market, and sociologists
overemphasized socialization (Granovetter, 1985/2005). In addition, both disciplines
overemphasized the atomization of the individual at the expense of ignoring social interactions
(Granovetter, 1985/2005). The concept of embeddedness proved to be a valuable underpinning
of this study. In this section, I will illustrate how the findings align with the theory of
embeddedness, where the data departs from Granovetter’s (1985/2005) theoretical lens of
embeddedness within this particular study.
Embeddedness: Alignments. Embeddedness proved critical to the analysis of the data
on women social entrepreneurs. Within traditional management and economic literature,
constructed social norms remain predominantly absent (Granovetter, 1985/2005; Swedberg,
1997). Identifying which cultural, social, and economic norms influenced women social
entrepreneurs allowed me to contextualize how women social entrepreneurs moved through the
creative churn process. The findings aligned with Granovetter’s (1985) theory of embeddedness
both in the underlying premise that entrepreneurs live within embedded norms, and that we must
examine not just the individual actor but also the social interactions they employ. To
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contextualize the data, I utilized embeddedness to delineate and describe embedded gender,
market-based, rational-linear, and individualistic norms.
In an example of salient norms, the women in this study experienced the embedded
gender norms that permeate U.S. culture. As Granovetter (1985/2005) argued, norms vary for
women social entrepreneurs in Minnesota, USA than for the women farmers launching a venture
in South Dakota, USA (Weber, 2007) or India (Datta & Gailey, 2012). In this setting,
participants experienced gendered norms including gender disparities, intersectionality, and
feeling boundaries. At the focus group, Janelle hesitantly admitted gender has had a presence for
her, even when she does not want to think about it. Though each experience manifested
differently, women unanimously felt the presence of gender norms.
In addition to gendered norms, the findings also indicated participants live embedded
within market-based norms of a capitalist system. Their embeddedness includes beliefs
surrounding the capitalist economic system, such as wealth accumulation, workforce
development, personal and professional realms, and social entrepreneurship as the most viable
model. The act of starting a social venture, with a for-profit model, exhibits an acceptance and
belief in capitalist market-based norms. These beliefs and practices illustrate how participants
experience economic embeddedness.
Alongside economic norms, participants also live embedded within rational-linear norms.
U.S. cultural norms promote order and rational-linear decision-making (Curtis, 2008; Dey, 2006;
Dey & Steyaert, 2010). Rational-linear thought extends to the entrepreneurship field where
researchers and practitioners alike promote a rational and modern lens (Griffiths et al., 2013; El
Ebrashi, 2013; Zahra et al., 2009), and tie success to a growth model (Bornstein, 2007, 2012;
Martin & Osberg, 2007). The findings indicated that participants actively embody these norms
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by trying to create order out of chaos, employ tools that facilitate a rational-linear model, and
plan for success via linear outcomes. Participants live embedded in rational-linear norms and
shape their ventures accordingly.
Lastly, intertwined with their desire to maintain control of rational-linear processes and
outcomes, participants exhibit embeddedness within the cultural norm of individualism. Much
of the literature and predominant media promotes the heroic individual entrepreneur (Bornstein,
2007; Martin & Osberg, 2007; Nicholls, 2013). Rooted in Schumpter’s (1934/2011c) original
theory on entrepreneurship, scholars promote the ‘active’ person model. Participants did exhibit
individualistic tendencies, seeing themselves as a primary actor by believing in self-efficacy,
promoting individual achievements, and in decision-making. Participants operated while
embedded in individualistic norms.
With Granovetter’s (1985) lens of embeddedness, I identified four areas of cultural,
social, and economic social norms that participants experienced as they navigated launching a
venture. The findings matched predominant cultural values of gender, market-based, rationallinear, and individualistic norms. In particular, this last norm aligns directly with the second
component of Granovetter’s (1985/2005) embeddedness.
The atomization of the individual. Granovetter (1985/2005) also argued that economic
literature focuses too much on the individual as an isolated actor, and does not convey the
importance of interactions. Within economic sociology, Granovetter’s (1985/2005) theory
created more focus on network theory (Swedberg, 1997). The data from this study supported the
weight of our cultural norms on the individual as well as the hidden importance of relationships
and community for women social entrepreneurs.
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Although Granovetter (1985/2005) specifically referred to the theoretical over-emphasis
on the individual, yet this mentality carries into practice as entrepreneurs begin their ventures
and simultaneously emphasize the individual. Several participants held an assumption that they
must operate alone. As Julia said, “I originally thought it was all just me, and I was pretty
miserable doing it just me.” Participants felt loneliness and weightiness. Dominant research
(Martin & Osberg, 2007; Zahra et al., 2009) as well as the media (Bornstein, 2007) portrays the
public persona of a lone, heroic entrepreneur. Participants started out believing in the primacy of
the individual, aligning with the historical theoretical lens of Schumpeter (1934/2011c). The
findings supported Granovetter’s (1985/2005) concerns that the field overemphasizes an
individualist lens.
In contrast to individualistic expecations, the findings support Granovetter’s (1985/2005)
argument that entrepreneurial experience instead relies on relationships and networks. Most
participants found relationships essential to their work. Relationships spanned from mentoring,
partnerships, coaching, to personal support systems. The data in this study underscored the
importance of looking more closely at networks; the individual operates as an entity surrounded
by a series of connections and relationships in the field.
Granovetter’s (1985) theoretical lens of embeddedness allows researchers to tease out
social entrepreneurs’ cultural, social, and economic norms, and shifts research towards
understanding interconnectivity versus the individual entrepreneur. When applied to this study, I
found women social entrepreneurs experience embedded gender, market-based, rational-linear,
and individualistic norms. Moreover, this lens illustrates how the atomization of the individual
translates into weighty expectations of individual efforts. Participants moved away from this
atomization by adopting community as a necessary part of the experience. The main tenets of

208
Granovetter’s (1985) theory of embeddedness aligns in many ways with the findings of this
study, however the data also included areas of departure.
Embeddedness: Departure. Granovetter’s (1985) embeddedness also departs from the
findings. While a useful lens, the descriptiveness of this theoretical perspective perpetuates a
gap in understanding. In particular, Granovetter’s (1985) embeddedness does not account for
capitalist economic structures and power. While I included economic norms in my findings
section, Granovetter’s (1985) initially theory did not include capitalist norms or power.
Granovetter (1985) emphasized the importance of cultural and social norms, yet
overlooked the economic market itself as a set of norms (Krippner, 2001). Granovetter (1985)
mirrored the majority of management and entrepreneurship literature in viewing market-based
norms as something that ‘is’ rather than seeing capitalist economies as a constructed system
(Krippner, 2001; Swedberg, 1997). When I initially analyzed the data, I also struggled, and kept
stumbling over market-based norms; I kept thinking of the economy as a thing, rather than a
series of norms and accepted behaviors and beliefs. Yet this study clearly shows how
participants engage in market-based norms – a systemic pattern of norms – that influence their
thinking about being an entrepreneur and starting a venture. By drawing out the economic
norms, this study departs slightly from Granovetter’s (1985) original theoretical lens.
The invisibility of economic norms creates a largely descriptive analysis of cultural and
social norms, which can hide systemic power structures. As an example, participants do not
experience gender norms as powerless differences, but instead live in a system of inequity and
oppression around those norms. The pervasion of gender norms aligns with previous scholarly
work noting the patriarchal inequities within entrepreneurship (Ahl, 2006; Calas et al., 2009;
Galloway, 2015). Indeed, the practice of referencing women social entrepreneurs as a distinct
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category of entrepreneur underscores how gender norms define the entrepreneur as male (Bourne
& Calas, 2013). Granovetter’s (1985) embeddedness creates a more descriptive and less critical
evaluation of power structures that influence the entrepreneurial experience.
While a powerful tool, embeddedness (Granovetter, 1985) can make certain aspects of
entrepreneurial experience invisible, by ignoring market-based norms and underlying power
structures. My findings suggest that market-based norms and power structures greatly influence
the entrepreneurial experience. Without recognizing these underlying factors, embeddedness
does not allow for a complete analysis.
Overall, I argue that embeddedness provides a unique and productive lens on studying
women social entrepreneurs, yet this lens does not address economic structures for power within
U.S. culture. By taking the time to identify key features of embeddedness – gender, marketbased, rational-linear, and individualistic norms – I understood the underlying contextual factors
that create complexities for entrepreneurs engaging in social change. Yet as my findings also
indicate, the economy itself requires analysis as a constructed set of norms. Likewise, applying
critical theory would strengthen the descriptive nature of embeddedness by addressing existing
systemic power inequities. In the next section, I incorporate theoretical lenses that complement
embeddedness with a critical theory approach.
Interactions with the System: Creating Change?
As they launch their venture, participants continually interact with the power structures
upheld by a series of embedded cultural, social, and economic norms. In this section, I will
explore the data through the lens of several critical theories. In the first section, I will examine
the constructivist feminist theory of performativity, or doing gender (West & Zimmerman,
1987). Next, I apply Freire’s (1970/2000) theoretical concepts of dialogue and extension.
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Lastly, I will incorporate a new theoretical lens, not discussed previously in my literature review,
but important to the findings regarding rational-linear norms, Sarasvathy’s effectuation (2001).
The sections below each illustrate how findings align and diverge from existing research.
Performativity: Doing, Undoing, or Both?
Performativity originates from a constructivist feminist framework, often referred to as
doing gender. As discussed in the literature review, West & Zimmerman (1987) originally wrote
about performativity to describe how gender interactions systemically shape and reinforce
hierarchical power structures between men and women. Paechter (2006) broke this concept
down further and described how men and women adopt a variety of masculinities and
femininities – a series of behaviors and interactions – that impact their role and power within
society. For example, traditional Western masculinities often include decisive or aggressive
behaviors, whereas traditional Western femininities include the ethic of care and building
consensus (Paechter, 2006). Galloway (2015) noted that while several studies discuss
performativity, few authors apply this theory to entrepreneurship. The findings indicated that the
women social entrepreneurs experienced significant embeddedness in cultural gender norms. In
the sections that follow, I will explore how the findings align and depart from performativity,
and combine two separate competing theoretical perspectives on doing gender.
Alignment: Doing gender. The findings of this study support the idea that women do
gender as they launch their social venture. The participants’ stories confirmed Calas et al.’s
(2009) statement that “entrepreneuring, as social practices and processes, is also doing gender”
(p. 559). Within the data, I found theoretical alignment in the existence of systemic gendered
expectations, internalized norms, a range of recognition for these norms, and costs to doing
gender outside societal expectations.
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Navigating systemic gendered expectations. Several studies indicate the field of
entrepreneurship (Ahl, 2006; Calas et al., 2009; Lewis, 2006; Ogbor, 2000) and social
entrepreneurship (Matthews, 2014) carry systemic gendered expectations by disproportionately
valuing masculinities. A handful of studies illustrate how women do gender as entrepreneurs
(Bruni et al., 2004; Chasserio, Pailot, & Poroli, 2014; Lewis, 2006, 2013). Each of these studies
concur that entrepreneurship rewards masculinities.
Likewise, my findings indicate that women social entrepreneurs experience a profession
built for men, which creates tension as they enter the field. The women in this study confirmed
the experience of entrepreneurship aligned with masculinities. Jessica not only experienced
being the only woman member of her entrepreneurship club at the university, but added, “I have
a lot of good friends that are male entrepreneurs and how they're received…it's seemingly so
easy for them.” Women also reported less turnout and success at entrepreneurship competitions,
conferences, and other settings. Enculturated masculinities dominate the field of
entrepreneurship, creating a chasm for women social entrepreneurs as they enter the field.
Women social entrepreneurs experience tension when entering a new professional
landscape dominated by masculinities. The participants of this study experienced churning and
legitimacy issues and adopted new behaviors and knowledge to successfully migrate into the
profession. As Heidi said, “girls just aren't taken as seriously, in general, with business.” In
other studies, entrepreneurs in a later phase of their business often hone strategies to align with
masculinities (Bruni et al., 2004; Chasserio et al., 2014). Yet the findings of this study indicate
that women who recently launched their businesses honed new skills and approaches to adjust to
masculinities.
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Internalized norms. West & Zimmerman (1987) argued that women internalize and
enact sex category norms, a concept echoed by the participants in this study. I noticed the data
kept separating into overt conversations about being a woman entrepreneur and a subtle
internalization of such norms. For example, the women noticed men received more investments,
but they did not often link their lower financial growth projections to an internalized gendered
behavior. The women participants in this study exhibited internalized norms in their
communication, professional visibility, comfort with finance, and ultimately issues of legitimacy.
This study’s findings align with previous research that gender categories shape
communication styles; masculinities involve an aggressive approach, whereas femininities
require a more passive approach (Ahl, 2006; Paechter, 2006). Several scholars noted the valuing
of aggressive communication styles in entrepreneurship, such as being direct, not breaking eye
contact, interrupting others, and leading the conversation (Ahl, 2006; Bourne & Calas, 2013;
Dey, 2006; Lewis, 2013). Many participants experienced pressures of adopting feminine
communication styles in meetings and reported getting talked over, interrupted, or even ignored.
Brooke received a request from a colleague to record rather than lead the session. Erica noticed
men expected women to break eye contact first in a show of power. When Wendy would speak
out and argue, she felt brash, experiencing discomfort with her shift to a masculine
communication style. Participants’ enculturated communication style did not mesh with
entrepreneurial communication styles, often leading to a sort of invisibility in the field.
Yet the participants often expressed comfort with invisibility, and struggled to embrace
the professional visibility involve in becoming an entrepreneur. Historically gendered norms
within the US separated roles into personal and professional spheres, with women inhabiting the
private sphere (Ahl, 2006; Bourne & Calas, 2013). The participants described a strong
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discomfort with visibility in their entrepreneurial professional role. As Danielle described, “a lot
of times, as women, we're okay with being invisible.” Being an entrepreneur requires a much
more public persona, which aligns with masculine norms of doing gender. Participants held
internalized gendered norms which did not align with masculine norms in the field.
While struggling with visibility, participants also disliked managing finances. Women
entrepreneurs struggle to obtain venture financing (de Bruin et al., 2006; Folta et al., 2012;
McQuaid et al., 2010). Marlow and Patton (2005) looked at this from a constructivist
perspective with performativity and found that masculine norms of achievement disadvantage
women entrepreneurs. My research echoes this finding – women expressed discomfort
managing money, discomfort with the idea of monetary gain, and a tendency to undercharge for
services and project low monetary growth. As Keri said, “for women…we have huge issues
around money.” Venture financing awards potential outcomes, rather than business processes
(Marlow & Patton, 2005). Jessica related how women in entrepreneurship competitions estimate
their financial outcomes as significantly lower than the men participants do, which in turn keeps
the outcomes-driven investors away. My findings support that women internalize norms
regarding money and finance, which has the broader effect of limiting financing.
Ultimately, women entrepreneurs internalize norms in direct conflict with the
masculinities of entrepreneurship, and experience subsequent crises of legitimacy in the field
(Bourne & Calas, 2013; Lewis, 2006; Ogbor, 2000). The participants in this study all expressed
issues around legitimacy, particularly in confidence and limiting beliefs. As entrepreneurs, many
women tried to embody confidence, which, when broken down, echoes traits of masculine norms
such as being aggressive, direct, and decisive in interactions. Likewise, the women in the study
shed limiting beliefs. Kristina captured the need to unpack “the experience you have as a
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woman, being told what you can and can't do and can and shouldn't be and, what you can and
can't say, how you can and can't think, all of that.” Participants continually struggled with
legitimacy due to internalized norms.
Women internalize norms that make entrepreneurship an uneasy venture, reflecting larger
systemic inequities. Aligning with the theory of performativity, women internalized norms
around communication styles, visibility, comfort with finances, and legitimacy in the field.
While these internalized norms existed for participants, their understanding of and recognition of
norms varied.
Range of recognition. Researchers of performativity found that women vary in their
understanding and acknowledgement of gender norms (Ahl, 2006; Bourne & Calas, 2013;
Chasserio et al., 2014; Lewis, 2005). In their research on women social entrepreneurs and
identity in France, Chasserio et al. (2014) discussed this recognition as a continuum of accepting,
challenging, or redefining. Findings within the literature support a varied discernment of gender.
Within my small sample set, I also found a continuum; participants ranged in their
articulation of gender norms, from aligning, avoiding, recognizing, and creating alternatives.
Stacey aligned with norms by articulating the belief that men typically own larger businesses.
Janelle avoided norms by not wanting to recognize gender as a factor. Several women
recognized that gender had a presence, but wanted to retain femininities in their practice. Yet
others, like Keri, Kristina, and Erica, actively sought to redefine gender norms in this space.
Women participants ranged in their recognition regarding gender norms.
Costs to doing gender. Yet regardless of the level of recognition on gendered norms,
West and Zimmerman (1987; 2009) emphasized that people in general experience costs for not
aligning with assigned gender norms. My participants outlined several costs they experienced in
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their work. For Heidi and Jessica, the cost of being an entrepreneur as a woman in a male
dominated field meant not being taken seriously, or “head-patting.” Yet others, like Fathiyyaa
and Kristina, experienced physical threats for stepping outside of expected norms in the Somali
community. Several participants also said friends and family treated them as Heidi described –
as “the odd one out.” Their behaviors do not match the normative model. Breaking gender
norms creates costs for women entrepreneurs.
The theoretical lens of performativity aligned with the data in several ways. Participant
experiences confirmed previous research that women social entrepreneurs experience difficulties
due to existing gendered norms (Ahl, 2006, Calas et al., 2009; Lewis, 2006; Matthews, 2014;
Ogbor, 2009). The data also supports that women internalize and enact systemic norms (West &
Zimmerman, 1987) not aligned with masculinities, and struggle with communication, visibility,
comfort with finances, and legitimacy when working in entrepreneurship. Also, just as
Chasserio et al. (2014) found, the participants in this study range in their recognition of their
gendered identity, ranging from unquestioning alignment to resistance. Lastly, women
experience costs for actively engaging in a field dominated by male norms (West & Zimmerman,
1987; 2009). Performativity illustrates how women social entrepreneurs do gender as they
launch their venture.
Performativity: Departure. Conversely, other researchers (Butler, 2004; Deutsch,
2007) argue performativity maintains a descriptive or passive theoretical perspective, and
advocate for undoing gender. Several participants tried to shift or undo constructed gender
categories to create change. One important caveat to note, while this section outlines how
participants work to undo constructed gender norm categories, I would argue this does not undo
the underlying power structures, but in many ways reinforces existing hegemonies. This section
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will outline how the data departs from performativity by discussing how participants work to
undo constructed gender categories and in doing so access personal power.
Undoing constructed gender categories. Deutsch (2007) critiqued West and
Zimmerman’s (1987) theory of performativity, arguing the theory of doing gender maintains and
preserves the power hierarchy of patriarchy, rather than actively deconstructing gender
categorization. My findings indicate that some women social entrepreneurs actively seek to
undo gendered behaviors and categorization in their interactions in the field. To achieve the
undoing, participants used two separate, but at times combined, approaches include embracing
masculinities and shedding femininities.
Some studies found women intentionally shifted their behavior by consciously embracing
or adopting masculinities in their entrepreneurial endeavors (Bruni et al., 2004; Chasserio et al.,
2014). In my study, Keri and Erica recognized gendered norms within the profession and
actively sought ways to enact masculine norms to be successful in the field. Keri advocated for
readiness, which she defined as the ability to jump into things and be aggressive with your ideas
without a lot of pre-planning. Erica physically imagined herself as a White male in order to
adopt behaviors of eye contact and communication that aligned with masculinities.
Every time I start to think like a woman, I have this image that I have this huge nut sack,
and I've got big brass balls. That's what snaps me, like, “What am I doing?” That image
gets my right back into, “Okay, nope. I'm not begging for crumbs.” I'm like, “Nope.”
It's a graphic image. It's a startling graphic image that snaps me out of it. (Erica)
Erica sees gender as a source of privilege and power, and actively re-aligns herself to embody
masculine norms. These two participants actively sought out the ‘undoing’ of constructed
gender categories.
Parallel to adopting masculinities, studies also illustrate that some women shed gendered
norms to adapt to entrepreneurship (Bourne & Calas, 2013; Lewis, 2006). My participants also
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spoke of undoing gender categorization in terms of shedding femininities. Fathiyyaa moved
away from traditional gendered behaviors to engage in community change. Kristina did not
adopt a masculine or feminine form of dress, but instead shed norms of conventional dressing
styles by adopting dreads and casual clothing. Janelle shed her tendency to manage with
consensus, which Folta et al. (2014) identified as a feminine leadership quality akin to the ethic
of care. These women worked to undo constructed gender categorization by shedding
femininities.
Accessing personal power. These shifts in behavior provide participants with access to
increased personal power. Paechter (2006) argued that when women adopt of masculinities, they
obtain power in an inequitable system. My participants’ experiences echo this theoretical stance;
women undo constructed gender categories and gain personal power by employing masculinities
and shedding femininities. By being at the table and driving the conversation aggressively –
utilizing the masculine communication style of interruption – Janelle found that people listened
and adopted her viewpoints on data. Jessica and Danielle plan to reconstruct their financial
projections after observing how men received more funding due their higher financial projections
– embedded in the masculine norm of confidence. Moreover, each of the participants created a
for-profit entity, operating within the patriarchal language of power – capitalism, rather than
working in the non-profit sector. Some researchers (Butler, 2004; Deutsch, 2007) argue that
undoing constructed gender norms can create a shift in existing patriarchal power structures. I
disagree, and feel that these approaches reinforce existing hegemonies of power, yet at the same
time can provide women social entrepreneurs with increased access to personal power in their
interactions. Embracing masculinities allows participants to have increased access to personal
power when entering the field as a woman social entrepreneur.
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The data in this study departs from performativity by illustrating how women actively
undo gender as well as do gender. Some of the women in this study adopt masculinities and
shed femininities as they interact with the profession. Ultimately, shifting and undoing gender
categories create access to personal power within their profession. Deutsch’s (2007) lens on
undoing gender supplements West and Zimmerman’s (2009) lens on performativity.
However, as I looked at how performativity aligns or diverges from the data, in many
ways the concepts of doing and undoing gender overlap. The concepts are not mutually
exclusive, yet instead illustrate a false dichotomy. Lewis (2013) found that women
entrepreneurs want to be more authentic in their work and employ femininities, while also
ascribing to the masculinities of professional discourse. Beth mirrored this sentiment, discussing
how she felt authentic working towards her personal passion, yet she also adopted a strict
adherence to the professional discourse of the business plan. In another study, Gupta, Turban,
Wasti & Sikdar (2009) found that when surveying men and women on characteristics of
entrepreneurs, men predominantly selected masculinities, whereas women selected femininities
and masculinities. I heard this from several participants, trying to blend their feminine norms
with masculine behaviors. My data supports that women actively do and undo gender as they
navigate creating a social venture.
Performativity provides a useful lens for understanding gendered norms within the field
of social entrepreneurship. With this theory, I unpacked the presence of masculine norms in the
field of social entrepreneurship: how women internalized these norms in their struggle with
communication, visibility, financing, and legitimacy, the range of recognition of these norms,
and the costs of doing gender differently. Yet Deutsch’s (2007) critiques of performativity
identifies how women also adopt masculinities and shed femininities to gain personal power.
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Ultimately, this lens illustrates how doing and undoing gender are not mutually exclusive, but
allow for a window into how women create social change by doing and undoing gender working
in a predominantly masculine field.
Dialogue and Extension: Oppressed Oppressors?
Freire’s (1970/2000) theoretical concept of dialogue and extension captures a line of
concern within social entrepreneurship literature, whether social entrepreneurs work ‘with’ or
‘for’ communities. Several researchers question whether social entrepreneurs impose Western
and capitalist norms on the communities where they seek change (Curtis, 2008; Dey, 2006; Dey
& Steyaert, 2010). My findings indicate that the women social entrepreneurs’ approaches align
with dialogue and extension, though perhaps adhere more closely to the principles of dialogue.
In the section that follows, I will outline Freire’s theoretical concepts and how my data aligns
and departs from the theoretical lens.
Dialogue and extension: Alignment. The concept of dialogue and extension highlights
the different approaches change agents embody when creating social change; acting ‘for’ by
imposing one’s views vs. acting ‘with’ by engaging with a community lens. The mainstream
literature in social entrepreneurship often promotes social entrepreneurs as change agents who
individually create solutions for communities in need of help (Borstein, 2007; Martin & Osberg,
2007; Nicolls, 2013), which echoes a strain of colonial thought processes found in Western
thinking (Curtis, 2008; Dey, 2006; Freire, 1970/2000). Yet my findings indicate that participants
range in how they approach change, erring more frequently on the side of dialogue, but also
exhibiting some behaviors of extension.
Dialogue: Working ‘with.’ Practitioners engage in the concept of dialogue by working
‘with’ community to create change. Freire (1970/2000) defined change rooted in dialogue as
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when “subjects meet in cooperation in order to transform the world” (p. 167). Four components
of Freire’s (1970/2000) dialogue align with study findings: communication, unveiling, praxis,
and communion.
At its core, the act of dialogue promotes communication ‘with’ communities to facilitate
understanding when fostering change. Authentic communication cannot start with a hierarchical
ownership of knowledge, but needs to emphasize seeking to understand. My findings indicate
most participants make significant efforts to understand communities prior to starting their
ventures, as illustrated by the considering theme I identified in chapter five. I found evidence of
participants exhibiting openness to new perspectives through research and immersion activity.
Danielle researched and talked with women becoming entrepreneurs. Janelle met with
community stakeholders to assess their needs. Participants also showed a willingness to shift
perspectives in the themes imagining and meshing. Keri shaped and revised her curricula based
on communication with local students and educators. Many participants relied heavily on
communication to shape their ventures, not solitary hierarchical planning.
To maintain authentic communication required the practice of unveiling, or critical selfunderstanding (Freire, 1970/2000). Until people understand themselves and their own
enculturation, true dialogue cannot take place. Change based on dialogue requires that “those
who authentically commit themselves to the people must re-examine themselves constantly”
(Freire, 1997/2000, p. 60). My findings indicate that some participants actively engage in critical
self-reflection to reconsider their role as an individual working towards social change.
How do I combat the feelings of being a White savior or of knowing best? Is there a way
to overcome the paralysis that accompanies the unknown of uncharted territory? Am I
asking the right questions? How does one work outside of systems that are unfair or
unjust? (Elise)
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Several participants echoed reflection of their own privilege as they engage in social change
work, wrestling and reflecting on how this impacts their work. Kristina and Heidi described this
questioning as continual work. In addition, Briana and Stacey discussed the importance of
examining one’s intentions before moving forward with an idea. Participants engaged in critical
self-reflection and awareness, aligning with a form of continual unveiling necessary for dialogue.
Yet unveiling by critical self-awareness must also be paired with action. To align with
Freire’s (1970/2000) concept of dialogue, participants must embody praxis, which includes
action and reflection. Dialogue embodies “two dimensions, reflection and action, in such radical
interaction that if one is sacrificed – even in part – the other immediately suffers (p. 87).” The
findings indicate some social entrepreneurs embrace this continual loop, acting to create change
whilst reflecting.
Social change, I think for me it's always been a very personal journey...I think it's
reflecting what I want to do. Thinking that it's really on a personal level making that
intentional choice to work for something outside of yourself and recognizing that we're
all interdependent and connected and really relational creatures. For me it's ... the one
way that I can think of doing that is connecting with people individually and helping
them make sense of what has happened to them in their life so that they feel hope that
there's something that they can do to then go out and change. (Elise)
Elise captures a blend of reflection and action both in her own journey as well as when working
with others. The participants engage in thinking and doing with their constituents in dialogue.
Lastly, by engaging in communication, unveiling, and praxis, participants experience
communion; being in communion with one another to create change (Freire, 1970/2000). He
wrote, “at no stage can revolutionary action forgo communion with the people” (p. 171). When I
read this, I immediately thought of Kristina describing her co-working space, “now you are part
of this family, everybody kind of surrounds each other.” The sub-theme around finding
community also illustrates how participants engage in communion with others, building
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relationships to facilitate their work, instead of relying on individual efforts. The findings
indicate some participants experience communion in dialogue.
Many participant interactions show evidence of dialogue. This section outlined how
participants exhibit key elements of Freire’s (1970/2000) dialogue in communication, unveiling,
praxis, and communion. I took care in this section to selectively ascribe dialogue to only some
of my participants, for I also found evidence of behaviors in extension.
Extension. Extension denotes a form of cultural invasion, or approach to change that
involves imposing hierarchical viewpoints (Freire, 1970/2000). Several critical theorists (Curtis,
2008; Dey, 2006; Dey & Steyaert, 2010) expressed concern that social entrepreneurs engage in
extension. By striving to change the world, social entrepreneurs risk mirroring “the invaders
[who] penetrate the cultural context of another group, in disrespect of the latter’s potentialities;
they impose their own view of the world upon those they invade” (Freire, 1997/2000, p. 152).
My findings indicate participants model extension by embracing market-based norms,
emphasizing doing, and promoting self-efficacy.
Social entrepreneurship lives within market-based norms and uses a capitalist model,
thereby continuing the primacy of an economic system with inequitable wealth distribution (Dey,
2006). My findings indicate participants adopt various market-based norms, such as creating
profit-generating organizations, capital accumulation, and workforce development. Some use
capitalism as a model where it already exists, whereas others extend this as value to replace
existing economic models. In particular, Ruth created the most overt plan to extend capitalism,
in a way that overrides the existing model, in her plan to create a for-profit agriculture venture in
Cuba. Most social entrepreneurs within this study tacitly accept market-based norms as a valid
and positive approach.
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In addition to market-based norms, participants also predominantly emphasized a doing
mindset, looking for ways to propel change through action. However, Freire (1970/2000)
promoted a balance of action and reflection in dialogue, and if one supersedes the other this can
result in extension. Some participants relied more heavily on action, the doing.
I think that we need to be willing to say, “Okay, here's the problem. What resources do
we have to start affecting and impacting the problem right now? Let's stop doing all this
preparation for dealing with the problem and let's just do it.” (Stacey)
Others struggled to restrain the commonly felt urgency of start-up environments. Briana
struggled to slow down in her work and not just jump in. The tendency to act and to move
without reflection can create more extension than dialogue.
In their need to act, participants also relied heavily on self-efficacy and individual
actions. Dialogue emphasizes community, whereas social entrepreneurship typically lauds the
heroic individual (Dey & Steyaert, 2010, Nicolls, 2011). Several participants promote the idea
of self-efficacy within their ventures. Heidi, Brooke, Julie, and Jessica each have a workforce
development model geared towards building self-efficacy in their constituents. Incorporating
this model extends and reinforces Western values. Moreover, Erica and Danielle both articulated
that while they wanted to take a community approach, at the end of the day, entrepreneurship
relies on individual efforts. Findings indicate participants extend the self-efficacy norm of
Western society into their work.
In many ways, the findings align with the theoretical lens of dialogue and extension. The
data includes several examples of participants practicing dialogue with community in their
communication, unveiling, praxis, and communion. Likewise, some participants engage in
extension by applying Western market-based norms, emphasizing doing, and relying on selfefficacy. Participants navigate amidst and between practices of dialogue and extension. While
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much of the data aligns with Freire’s (1970/2000) concepts, some findings depart from these
concepts as well.
Dialogue and extension: Departures. In reading Freire’s (1970/2000) lens on
oppression, dialogue and extension act as dialectical opposites, as two separate and nonoverlapping ends of the conversation. The findings do not straddle an either/or categorization of
dialogue and extension, but instead overlap among participants. In this section, I will explore
whether or not the data departs from dialogue and extension in the idea of the oppressed
oppressor, intentionality, and working with both ends of the power spectrum.
I argue that women social entrepreneurs co-mingle dialogue and extension an experience
being an oppressed oppressor. Drawing on the previous discussion of adopting masculinities,
and choosing the vehicle of market-based norms, participants engage with tools of extension, but
at the same time try to create dialogue.
The oppressed feel an irresistible attraction towards the oppressors and their way of life.
Sharing this way of life becomes an overpowering aspiration. In their alienation, the
oppressed want at any cost to resemble the oppressors, to imitate them, to follow them
(Freire, 1970/2000, p. 62)
Many participants referenced examples of trying to resemble and adopt traits to gain traction in
the field. Erica and Janelle adopted masculinities in their behaviors with others, using direct
conversational styles. Keri and Dani tried to coach women in self-assurance and aggressive
financial projections. In addition to mannerisms and behaviors, ultimately the act of founding a
for-profit venture also catapulted participants into power by adoption predominant economic
norms. Participants model the oppressed oppressor as they create their venture.
However, participants do not exhibit an intentionality to extend their values. Freire
(1970/2000) ascribes intentionality to extension such as conquest, divide and rule, or
manipulation. I did not find evidence of these intentionally invasive approaches in participant
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data. The data diverges from Freire’s (1970/2000) commentary that the “tendency of the
oppressor consciousness to ‘in-animate’ everything and everyone it encounters, in its eagerness
to possess” (p. 59). Where extension exists, it lies in the embodiment and lack of critical
awareness around market-based norms, the emphasis on doing, and self-efficacy as described
above. Participants engage in a form of oppression, but not with overt intentionality.
In contrast to the idea of intentionally extending their values, my findings indicate
participants created systemic change by working with both ends of the power spectrum. Freire’s
(1970/2000) work tends to emphasize dialogue between revolutionaries and the oppressed, not
necessarily with the oppressors. With an eye on mutual liberation, Kristina’s engagement of
both CEO’s and Somali women perhaps acts as a systemic approach to change. Both Kristina
and Jessica applied Freire’s (1970/2000) concepts to their work, to help connect the oppressed to
power. In an on-site visit, Kristina had Freire’s (1970/2000) Pedagogy of the Oppressed
displayed on her wall. She pointed to it and said, “that’s what this is all about, you know.” Yet
participants’ work diverges because it taps into existing sources of power rather than dismantling
the power structures.
Social entrepreneurship creates a different vehicle that departs slightly from Freire’s
(1970/2000) theory of extension and dialogue. Participants live as the oppressed oppressor,
exhibit no overt intentions to oppress, and try to work creatively with both ends of the power
spectrum. I argue that the two concepts are not mutually exclusive, but that extension and
dialogue can co-exist and do co-exist with my participants.
The relevance of dialogue and extension to the study of social entrepreneurship exposes
one of the core tensions in the field. Does social entrepreneurship further a form of extension, or
do participants embody dialogue even when embedded in capitalist norms? My findings aligned
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with aspects of both dialogue and extension. Some participants engage in dialogue via
communication, unveiling, praxis, and communion. Conversely, some participants embody the
tenets of extension in their embrace of market-based norms, sole emphasis on doing, and belief
in self-efficacy. Ultimately, I feel the data diverges from dialogue and extension as two mutually
exclusive concepts. Instead, participants combine aspects of dialogue and extension, often
occupying the role of the oppressed oppressor, without cognizant intentionality of extension, and
with a goal to create communion with both ends of the power spectrum. Participants navigate
social change utilizing both “with” and “for” conceptual approaches.
Effectuation: Finding Freedom with the Ends
The salience of rational-linear norms in the data surprised me; I did not expect this area
of norms to surface. Yet as it did, I remembered a theoretical lens discussed by Steyaert (2007)
called effectuation – a concept introduced by Sarasvathy (2001, 2009) that questions mainstream
entrepreneurship literature’s reliance on causation and bounded rationality. The more I wrestled
with my data, the more relevant effectuation seemed to the study. In the next section, I analyze
how effectuation aligns and departs from the findings.
Effectuation: Alignment. Throughout the findings, I kept hearing participants wrestle
with the tension of rational-linear norms. All resources pointed to causation, but some
participants found this frame lacking as their venture moved forward. In many ways, the data
aligns with Sarasvathy’s (2001, 2009) concepts of means, affordable loss, partnership, leveraging
contingencies, and design when navigating an unpredictable future.
Means. Several participants talked about how they blended existing resources with
future planning, most predominantly in the theme of meshing. They utilized the first of
Sarasvathy’s (2009) elements – who they were – by selecting to start a social venture that
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embodied their personal values and goals. They meshed their personal and professional spheres.
In addition, participants drew on the second element – what they know – by drawing on skillsets
and knowledge from previous work. Lastly, they used the third element – who they knew – by
using existing connections of friends, family, and other networks to ideate and implement their
vision.
Erica illustrated her use of means by tapping into who she was, what she knew, and who
she knew when launching her venture. Her passion centered on equitable distribution of
resources, particularly around democratizing access to capital in marginalized communities. She
directed this passion into building a venture specifically focused on this goal. Her time working
in philanthropy provided her with the skills and knowledge necessary to launch a business in
impact investing. Moreover, her identify as a woman of color contextualized her experience as a
member of a marginalized community. Lastly, Erica drew on community:
A lot of it is reaching out to the folks that I know. I've grown such a huge network…as a
matter of fact, just a week ago, and I sent a draft of the report that I'm writing to a friend
of mine who is an asset manager. I was asking him. I'm like, "Yeah, I'd really like to get a
community ..." I have my perspective of what the community lens is, but I'd like another
perspective of what the community lens is. He was like, "Oh, you need to talk to this gal
over in Hawaii. She and I connected. We decided we're sisters now. And so she was
telling me, "Okay, this is from a native Hawaiian perspective. This is how we look at it.
This is the work that I do." If I don't know something, I know somebody who knows
somebody.
This story illustrates how entrepreneurs utilize existing connections and create community.
Social entrepreneurs utilize means with ends to create a social venture.
Affordable loss. Most participants expressed a desire to create financial projections, but
found their attention continually drawn to resourcing the present. The women found creative
ways to attain resources with limited capital. Many women worked while launching their
venture, others lived internationally to cut costs, while others found ways to gain start-up funding
through competitions. They managed losses so often incurred with start-up businesses. Briana
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focused on, “why don't I get that now, start developing myself; starting smart rather than getting
all this that I can't control in the long run.” Participants resourced for now with time, people, and
financial resources.
Julie framed her work with affordable losses versus expected returns. Her business
model required that she buy products up front each season to sell. She started with a business
plan and then threw it out. She has instead figured out what she can afford to invest on products.
Also, she strategically spread her time out among different selling options – in-house pop up
shops, an online forum, and social media. With this approach, she found that the online forum
and social media brought in the most traction, and re-tooled her efforts accordingly. Julie used
effectuation in her venture rather than causation by focusing on affordable losses versus expected
returns.
Partnership. My findings indicate that participants spend a lot of time building strategic
alliances, by coming alongside the communities where they work and in finding community as
they grow their business. Briana called this “crowdsourcing people.” Through crowdsourcing
people, Briana created a new market for her work by identifying a new audience – people with
eating disorders. Several women – Keri, Briana, Heidi – formed advisory boards to create key
strategic connections in the community. Other women created strong mentorship relationships to
build their business, like Stacey/Brooke, Fathiyyaa/Kristina, and Ruth/Keri. Many women relied
on networking, Wendy found this added to the momentum of business creation. Participants
employed effectuation by building strategic alliances versus focusing on competitive analysis.
Brooke articulated how she uses strategic alliance versus competitive analysis. She
explained how traditional competitors act as alliances in social entrepreneurship. Due to the
similar missions, she often relies on fellow body product vendors for support in pricing strategy,
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product information, and co-marketing opportunities. The market exists as something you can
co-create versus competing. Brooke does not engage in competition to attain a portion of the
existing market, but instead creates alliances to grow her business and create new markets. She
uses effectuation in her work.
Leveraging contingencies. When I waded through Sarasvathy’s (2001) work on
effectuation, drawing on contingencies resonated strongly with my data set, particularly in the
themes of imagining and meshing. The participants found contingencies rather than rely on preexisting knowledge.
The more flexible and adaptable you are, ultimately you are going to fall in love with
problems. When you fall in love with problems, you become fascinated with all the
different components of it. You become curious about the, "I don't know, what if? And
the what if and what if and what if?” You continue to problem solve and find ways to
adjust to what's it going to take to shift it enough to get it to the next point? It might not
be the perfect solution, but good enough for right now to keep going. (Kristina)
When barriers appeared, participants needed to redefine goals, and find different tools and
resources than initially planned.
The data presents many examples of drawing on contingencies. Though Stacey initially
experienced little traction at farmer’s markets, she experimented with a sample approach, and
found that the smell of the product drew additional customers to her stall. Kristina had no data
on whether a co-working space would be successful, so she experimented with Facebook to
conduct initial outreach. Erica keeps her product line open, and shifts the business to meet the
unknowable needs of her clients. Similarly, Keri shifts her curriculum depending upon local
needs and requests. The findings indicate that women continually engage with contingencies
rather than constructing their businesses on a knowable path.
Design. Similar to drawing on contingencies as the business moves forward, participants
exhibited a flexibility regarding business outcomes, utilize the process of design in their work.
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You don't know how it's going to evolve and change. There's been so much change in the
first couple years of business that I never, ever, ever could have known at the beginning
what I needed a year and a half into it. (Stacey)
Participants did not land where they initially intended. Launching a venture creates an
unpredictable future. Participants engaged in effectuation by utilizing design and flexible with
outcomes.
Briana adopted design by expanding her intended market. Her initial target included
elementary and junior high children impacted by domestic violence. When an opportunity to
work with people experiencing anorexia and food issues, she shifted her intended outcomes to
work with this group. It ended up being a successful addition to her business, and fit the mission
in ways that she had not initially intended. This example illustrates how participants engage in
effectuation by designing flexibility into outcomes.
The findings align with Sarasvathy’s (2001) theory of effectuation. Participants in focus
on means, affordable loss, partnership, leveraging contingencies, and design by being flexible
with outcomes. Effectuation applies directly to women social entrepreneurs starting their
venture.
Effectuation: Departure. Yet even with strong alignment to effectuation, the theory
diverges in how and when participants engage in effectuation. Sarasvathy (2001) discusses
effectuation as an approach entrepreneurs can use. I would argue that there needs to be more
emphasis on the struggle entrepreneurs experience in adopting effectuation due to their
embeddedness in rational-linear norms. Findings indicate that participants do not start with an
effectuation lens, but move towards it as their business evolves.
Due to rational-linear norms, participants begin their venture expecting to work with a
causation model. They create business plans that project financing, include competitor analyses
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and market research, seek knowable information about their business, and define outcomes.
Brooke coached Stacey on how to create and implement a business plan. Business courses
advise structuring their efforts towards knowable ends. Wendy and Brooke learned through
coursework how to successfully launch a business through planning. Success relies on growth,
profits, and how to make your business financially viable. Causation also fosters the need to be
ready; the idea that you can be ready to launch a business by having all of your planning in place.
Participants enter entrepreneurship with a causation lens.
Yet as the venture moves forward, the participants learn that their venture lives in
ambiguity and their behavior gradually shifts towards effectuation. They do not land where they
planned. Participants learn to navigate the unknown by engaging existing resources, building
community, creating new approaches, and being flexible with outcomes. Yet the findings
suggest participant do not purposely shift into an effectuation approach, but that instead
participants learn this new behavior over time. Engaging in effectuation requires a learning shift
for participants.
Sarasvathy’s (2001, 2009) effectuation strongly aligns with findings on how participants
navigate creating a social venture, only diverging slightly in how participants come to adopt this
particular lens. Participants learn as they launch to employ effectuation. The women
entrepreneurs in this study utilized means, by drawing on who they were, what they knew, and
who they knew. They also focused on affordable losses by resourcing for now. Participants
emphasized finding community and coming alongside as ways to build strategic alliances. Many
participants relied on leveraging contingencies versus advance planning. Likewise, these women
entrepreneurs exhibited approaching business outcomes with design; their venture did not land
where they thought it would. Effectuation as a theoretical lens clarifies how women social
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entrepreneurs navigate launching their venture. Yet findings also indicate that this lens develops
over time as a learned behavior due to embedded norms. Participants learn to apply effectuation
in their work.
In this section, I explored theoretical lenses that explore how women social entrepreneurs
interact with their environment when launching a venture, drawing on West and Zimmerman’s
(1987) performativity, Freire’s (1970/2000) dialogue and extension, and Sarasvathy’s (2001,
2009) effectuation. In each theoretical lens, participants navigate among and between
approaches, embodying the both/and nature of this work. From a performative lens, women do
and undo gender as they launch their venture. Likewise, they engage in extension and dialogue.
Lastly, the participants wrestle with the norm of causation and the adoption of effectuation.
Participant experienced tension when doing gender, extending norms, and utilizing causation,
while also creating alternative approaches of undoing gender, dialogue, and effectuation. The
next section will shift from how participants interact to how they learn to navigate these tensions.
Personal Change: The Change Within
I did not expect to find a mass of data centered on personal learning. Much of the
literature focuses externally on what entrepreneurs do and how they do it, rather than
emphasizing personal growth and change. Yet I found substantial commentary requiring a
specific theme surrounding personal growth and change. I will use Freire’s (1970/2000) concept
of conscientization to examine how women social entrepreneurs experience personal growth and
change as they launch a venture.
Conscientization
People experience Freire’s (1970/2000) concept of conscientization as they grow in their
awareness of their cultural, social, and economic lens. My findings indicate that participants
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experience significant growth and learning as they launch a new venture. When applying the
theoretical lens of conscientization to this study, findings indicate a process of emergence in
entrepreneuring as becoming, and education through problem-posing work.
Emergence: Entrepreneuring as becoming. Steyaert (2007) emphasized the importance
of looking at creating a venture as entrepreneuring, a process of becoming versus something that
exists. In a similar vein, Freire (1970/2000) promotes the capacity of “becoming – as unfinished,
uncompleted beings in and with a likewise unfinished reality” (p. 84). As the women launched
their ventures they experienced personal change through continual learning and critical selfawareness.
Participants engage in continual learning throughout their venture experience. As Heidi
said, “I'm still learning new stuff every freaking day…I’m constantly learning and changing.” In
the theme of learning, women engaged in formal and informal learning opportunities. They
learned to shed limiting beliefs, get comfortable with ambiguity, and how to run a business.
When participants begin entrepreneuring, they also engage in learning.
For some participants, continual learning included critical self-reflection of one’s place in
the world. A few participants spoke overtly regarding their process of unveiling power and
privilege. When engaging with their constituents, they examined their own lens and worked to
shift their interactions accordingly. I heard terms sprinkled throughout the interviews like
‘privilege’, ‘power’, ‘white savior’, ‘colonialism’, ‘systems of oppression.’ Some women
actively engaged in the process of critical self-awareness, or conscientization.
Yet critical awareness varied among participants, with some discussing their cultural,
social, and economic lenses more than others. Similar to their recognition of gender norms,
some participants actively unpacked existing norms and sought out different approaches, while
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others aligned with norms and did not overtly indicate critical awareness during the timeframe of
the interview. For many, navigating the launch of a social venture provided new opportunities to
critically explore perspectives through critical self-awareness work.
Education through problem-posing work. Freire (1970/2000) advocates for
conscientization through problem-posing education. Though not a strictly pedagogical
comparison, the work of creating a social venture strongly mirrors problem-posing education
where:
people develop their power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world with
which and in which they find themselves; they come to see the world not as a static
reality, but as a reality in process, in transformation (Freire, 1970/2000, p. 83).
The findings in this study illustrate how women participants transform via the problem posing
tensions of gender, cultural dissonance, and chaos.
Participants learned from the tension they felt when entering the male dominated field of
entrepreneurship. Daily the participants encountered problems rooted in navigating
embeddedness of masculinities. They work within these problems, churning as they seek to
identify and shed limiting beliefs. Gender acts as a continual problem-posing situation to their
experience.
Likewise, how participants learned from the tension of cultural dissonance as they
interacted with constituents of differing backgrounds. Learning to navigate new communities
requires shifting your own cultural lens, moving outside of your embeddedness. New
experiences create unfamiliar problems. Like when Kristina and Fathiyyaa experienced strong
resistance within the Somali community, they needed to learn how to understand the tension of
cultural dissonance. Running a social venture often includes cultural dissonance as problemposing work.
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Lastly, participants learned how to navigate the tension of chaos when expecting order.
This tension manifests itself expecting defined outcomes and instead continually confronting
unexpected events. For Kristina, Brooke, Ruth, and Janelle, losing a partner created an
unexpected amount of chaos in moving forward. For Fathiyyaa, losing community support
created issues. Heidi, Julie, and Jessica frequently experienced shifts in international vendors
and trade policies. My findings illustrate that participants’ expectation of order gets interrupted
by tensions of chaos. Women social entrepreneurs face frequent problems with chaos.
Creating a new venture exists as a series of problems in which women social
entrepreneurs must engage and learn. Tensions found in gender, cultural dissonance, and chaos
continually interrupt participant embeddedness. Yet these tensions create opportunities for reexamination and growth, the core of creative churn. The problem-posing nature of
entrepreneurship creates a way for participants to engage in conscientization.
In several ways, social entrepreneurship provides opportunities for women social
entrepreneurs to experience conscientization, to build critical awareness of their own cultural,
social, and economic lens. Though the participants in this study exist in a range of selfawareness, the evidence suggests participants experience becoming through entrepreneuring, and
gain opportunities to learn through problem-posing scenarios. Freire’s (1970/2000) concept of
conscientization aligns with participant learning and growth as they start their social venture.
Conscientization: Departure. The findings include two primary points of departure for
conscientization: living outside a pedagogical setting and furthering power structures. Freire
(1970/2000) discussed conscientization as a concept for pedagogical practice. I am using it here
within the frame of entrepreneurship as learning, but not in a formal pedagogical practice.
Another departure from conscientization lies in furthering market-based norms through starting a
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venture. By readily embodying these norms, the women social entrepreneurs maintain systems
that create oppression. This theory departs from the data due to the lack of pedagogical focus,
and in the furthering of systems of oppression.
Conscientization as a theoretical lens both aligns and departs from the data, yet captures
how women social entrepreneurs engage in personal learning and growth as they launch their
venture. Though participants experience a range of critical consciousness, many of the women
discuss entrepreneuring as continual learning, and develop critical self-reflection in their work.
Creating their social venture involves a series of problem-posing events in gender, cultural
dissonance, and chaos, providing repeated educational opportunities. The data departs from the
traditional pedagogical application, and in participants support of ventures modeled in
capitalistic norms. Freire’s (1970/2000) concept of conscientization emphasizes entrepreneurial
learning and personal growth as women navigate norms to create a new venture.
Chapter Summary
The theoretical lenses within this chapter provide insight into how the data reflects the
landscape, interactions with systems, and personal growth. Granovetter’s (1985) theory of
embeddedness served as a critical lens for identifying systemic norms which women social
entrepreneurs encounter, namely gender, market-based, rational-linear, and individualistic
norms. Whereas the interaction theories – West and Zimmerman’s (1987) performativity,
Freire’s (1970/2000) dialogue and extension, and Sarasvathy’s (2001) effectuation – illustrate
how women social entrepreneurs navigate those norms amidst tensions. Lastly, Freire’s
(1970/2000) concept of conscientization provided a lens on personal learning and growth. In
Figure 18, I illustrate how the theoretical analysis aligns with findings.
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Figure 18. Evolving Illustration: Theoretical analysis. This figure includes illustration of
theoretical analysis of the findings
In the next chapter, I will discuss the study’s implications, limitations, and recommendations for
future study.
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CHAPTER NINE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Social entrepreneurship only continues to gain momentum. Within this study’s duration,
my own academic institution gained Ashoka Change-maker status, a designation which promotes
infusing social entrepreneurship into all aspects of the university climate. This change can
include funding for research, an innovation lab, curricular and co-curricular shifts towards
fostering adoption of social entrepreneurship. Social entrepreneurs exist within a narrative that
echoes mainstream economic literature promoting Western norms, namely the individual, male,
and heroic entrepreneur (Galloway, 2015; Matthews, 2014). Some researchers have explored
critical theory, but those approaches remain minimal (Dey & Steyaert, 2010; Lehner & Kansikas,
2013). Gaps in the literature provided opportunities to explore a different theoretical approach.
This study attempted to contextualize and problematize the experience of social
entrepreneurs, particularly early stage women social entrepreneurs living in the Midwest, United
States. Informed by a constructivist and critical set of theoretical approaches, I examined how
women social entrepreneurs navigate their cultural, social, and economic embeddedness when
launching a social venture. Over the course of a year, I conducted 16 interviews, a group
observation, a focus group, and document review, followed by subsequent data analysis, and
theoretical analysis. Within the stories and perspectives of these women, I offer the following
contextualized core findings, limitations of the study, conclusions, and implications
Core Findings
I started this dissertation expecting to have five chapters, yet here I am writing chapter
nine. I began with an idea that my findings would fit neatly into a single chapter, with themes
laid out in a clear and orderly fashion. These linear expectations evaporated as I wrestled to
create themes within the data. Contextualization, the goal of this study, took on critical
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importance as I analyzed the data. The core findings divided into two categories: elements of
participant embeddedness, and the process of creative churn used to navigate embeddedness.
Elements of Embeddedness.
Women social entrepreneurs experience layers of cultural, social, and economic
embeddedness as they launch their venture. For researchers embedded in that same cultural lens,
it can be difficult to discern cultural norms. Even Granovetter (1985), the researcher credited
with the embeddedness lens, did not initially articulate economic embeddedness as a set of
norms (Krippner, 2001; Swedberg, 1997). Participants in this study experienced embeddedness
in gender, market-based, rational-linear, and individualistic norms.
Participants live embedded in a system of gender norms favoring masculinities,
particularly in the field of social entrepreneurship. The women in this study noted patterns of
gender disparities at an international, national, and local level. For some women, gender
overlapped in intersectionality with age, education level, economic class, race, and religious
culture. Moreover, the women experienced gendered boundaries when entering the field,
supporting Granovetter’s (1985/2005) argument that individuals experience embeddedness
through interactions. Gender norms have significant presence for the women social
entrepreneurs within this study.
Likewise, the women in this study are embedded in capitalist, market-based norms. The
act of creating a for-profit venture signifies a belief in the formation of organizations to generate
profit. A few women in the study embraced a workforce development model. Some participants
also set goals for capital accumulation and growth. When participants start their ventures, they
do so with embedded cultural expectations grounded in capitalist market-based norms.
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The findings also yielded the theme that participants live embedded in rational-linear
norms; the expectation that their business will follow a planned progression. The women entered
into the field attempting to create order out of chaos, using tools to create that order, and plan for
linear outcomes. U.S. cultural norms promote a systemic belief that individuals can control
outcomes, and outcomes follow a rational and linear progression.
Lastly, participants live embedded within an individualistic society, and operate within
individualistic norms. Society defines and perpetuates entrepreneurship as a solo model. My
participants acted as the ‘primary actor’, revered individual achievement, and felt onus to
individually assess situations. My findings illustrate women social entrepreneurs embody the
norm of embeddedness.
These four themes of embeddedness create the framework for how participants exist
within cultural, social, and economic norms as they seek to create social change. They grapple
with entering into ventures embedded in gender, market-based, rational-linear, and
individualistic norms. These themes permeate their experience, and influence how they navigate
creating social change.
Process of Creative Churn
Across the themes of embeddedness, I found a pattern of processes for creating a social
venture. Participants engaged in creative churn as they navigated their embedded norms. I
identified five themes: considering, imagining, meshing, spinning, and learning. In the following
section, I summarize the findings, separated into categories of how women social entrepreneurs
experience creativity, churn, and growth.
Creativity. Three of the themes related close to processes of creativity. Women social
entrepreneurs engage heavily in the space of creativity as they interact with social change. I
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illustrated how each of these creative processes exist across embedded norms: considering,
imagining, and meshing.
Participants engage in considering to pause and look at things differently. When
navigating gender norms, participants consider gender as a construct, alternative ways of being,
and ways of coping with difference in the field. Within market-based norms, they identify gaps
and assess in existing market structures. For rational-linear norms, women participants found
themselves considering chaos and re-considering success. Participants also questioned
individualism through critical self-awareness, considering their own privilege and role as an
individual actor. Participants engaged in the ability to think or re-consider within embedded
norms, which fostered imagination.
When imagining participants create new ideas and ways of thinking. Participants enter a
profession that mirrors masculinities, yet they imagine they can exist and thrive in this field
despite expected gendered norms. The women social entrepreneurs in this study also imagined
ways they could utilize market-based norms for good, by creating a social cause business. When
participants hit barriers, they imagined new ways to approach an issue outside of rational-linear
expectations. Lastly, many of the women actively imagined ways to come alongside the
communities where they worked, instead of taking an individualist approach. Participants
stepped outside of their norms, and imagined new ways to interact with their surroundings, and
sometimes used this imagination to mesh what is and would could be.
Participants also utilize a process of meshing to combine ‘what is’ with ‘what could be.’
Within gender norms, they blended ways of ‘showing up.’ Some participants brought their
authentic selves into new spaces while other participants shifted their external self to enter the
social venture world. While market-based norms historically keep personal and professional
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worlds apart, the participants attempted to mesh those realms, but combining their passion with
their profession. Moreover, they worked to mesh systemic market change within existing
systems. Within rational-linear norms, women social entrepreneurs sought to adopt a compass
mindset rather than a map, adjusting to motion and movement in new ways as they navigated
rational-linear expectations. Also, participants worked to find interdependence, creating the
meshing of ‘I’ and ‘We’ concepts. Participants meshed imagined concepts with embedded
norms, combining new ideas with existing ideas and structures.
Meshing builds on considering and imagining, culminating in an ongoing circle of
creativity. The participants move between these themes not necessarily in a linear format, but
between and among as needed in their venture. Yet participants did not navigate this creativity
without some pause.
Churn. Within the positive experiences of launching a venture lurked significant stories
of churn when participants experienced a process of spinning. The journey of navigating gender
norms resulted in substantial questioning of legitimacy in the field. Participants wrestled with
notions of confidence, limiting beliefs, and visibility. Likewise, participants struggled to adopt a
business identity, illustrating difficulty navigating market-based and gender norms. The
presence of market-based norms, and the tensions between capital accumulation and doing good
also created churn for participants. Tangentially, participants had difficulty with readiness due to
pressures of rational-linear norms and wanting to control contingencies. Norms and rhetoric of
the heroic individual entrepreneur created weightiness and loneliness for participants as they
navigated their venture launch. Each theme of embedded norms presented areas of churn for
participants as they strove to create a new social enterprise, yet from this churn, participants also
experienced growth and learning.
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Growth. Participants also experienced personal learning and growth. Some women
participants began to shed limiting beliefs related to gender norms. The women also learned new
skills, particularly business skills and content knowledge related to navigating market-based
norms. Participants shifted how they experienced chaos, by learning to operate within
ambiguity, incorporate flexibility, and fail forward. Lastly, many participants learned through
finding community. This learning took place in networking relationships, in maintaining support
systems, and in learning how to ask for help. Across embedded norms, participants learned and
experienced personal growth.
The process of creative churn looks different for each women entrepreneur, yet it
captures the spirit of their experience. The women did not navigate creative churn in a linear
progression; participant stories illustrated these themes throughout each stage of their experience.
Women social entrepreneurs navigate their embedded norms through an ongoing experience of
creative churn.
Limitations of the Study
The findings in this study include limitations. As a qualitative study, I cannot generalize
the findings to a wider audience. Limitations exist within the sample, the process, and the
viewpoint of the researcher.
I limited the sample set to a very narrow group of women social entrepreneurs. The
scope of this project included only pre-launch and start-up participants; the creative churn
process may look entirely different for those in other stages of entrepreneurship. Moreover, I
pulled this sample exclusively from Minnesota, limiting the findings to a regional area. Also, I
specifically selected women social entrepreneurs to add to the gap in the literature, but male
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social entrepreneurs could overlap in their experience starting a venture. The sample set limits
the generalizability of conclusions.
The process of using snowball sampling also creates a limitation by drawing participants
within similar social and professional circles. There could be significant ‘like-mindedness’ as
people recommended friends and partners in the field. Thought patterns on extension and
dialogue, and how people navigate their business could be a source of commonality which
strengthened initial bonds among participants, and therefore could have created parallel data
points. A wider sampling approach would have garnered a broader range of viewpoints.
Moreover, as the sole researcher involved with this study, my biases and particular life
stage could have created limitations on the findings. I spent this year also experiencing
significant creative churn, particularly in my professional journey. While researching the
women’s social venture experiences, I noted a similar self-exploration about whether I might be
interested in starting a social venture again. The role of a researcher undoubtedly influences the
findings.
The limitations of this study include the make-up of the sample, the process of collecting
the data, and the researcher’s lens. My inclusion of these limitations does not exclude other
potential limitations that may have shaped the data analysis. I would advise readers to consider
these limitations as I walk through the conclusions of the study.
Conclusions
I found three conclusions based on the theoretical analysis of core findings. The
theoretical analysis utilized several theories to explore systemic, interaction-based, and personal
lenses on creating social change. Granovetter’s (1985) theory of embeddedness framed the study
by underscoring the importance of identifying how participants live embedded within cultural,
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social, and economic norms. I also used Freire’s (1970/2000) concept of dialogue and extension,
West and Zimmerman’s (1987) feminist theory of performativity, and Sarasvathy’s (2001)
theory of effectuation to explore how participants interact with their environment. Lastly, to
understand personal growth and change, I applied Freire’s (1970/2000) concept of
conscientization. With these lenses, I developed three conclusions that theoretically address how
women social entrepreneurs navigate their embeddedness when creating a social venture: 1)
finding barriers, 2) adopting creativity, and 3) accessing power of hegemonies.
Finding Barriers within Context
When women enter the field of social entrepreneurship, they enter the field with a set of
embedded norms. With the lens of Granovetter’s (1985) embeddedness, I identified cultural,
social, and economic layers of norms among participants. The findings show that women social
entrepreneurs in the Upper Midwest US are embedded in gendered expectations of femininities,
a market-based economic system, a rational-linear worldview, and an emphasis on individualistic
approaches. The expectations that stem from these norms do not align with the experience of
navigating a social venture launch.
Becoming a social entrepreneur presents competing norms. Entrepreneurship rewards
masculinities in behaviors, networking, and funding, which places participants’ embedded
femininities at a disadvantage. Similarly, social entrepreneurship meshes personal and
professional passions, varying from embedded market-based norms. The entrepreneurial
experience exists within chaos, even though participants expected order. Moreover, participants
found themselves looking at different, and sometimes competing, measures of success outside of
growth, particularly in the social mission of their venture. Also, to create change, participants
discovered dialogue with community, rather than individualistic approaches, helped to gain
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traction. Participants’ embedded norms differ significantly from norms required in the field of
social entrepreneurship.
The embeddedness lens helps to illustrate how and why participants experience barriers
when entering the field of social entrepreneurship. I believe women social entrepreneurs feel
these barriers more acutely entering into the field, in the start-up phase. As participants
described their experience navigating barriers, I found myself relating to my own personal
experiences with culture shock. In many ways, because the embedded norms present significant
differences between participants and the field, participants enter a new cultural realm when
launching their venture. They hit barriers, and try to use tools and communication styles that no
longer work within the new cultural setting. Women navigate social entrepreneurship by
experiencing the barriers between their embeddedness and the competing norms of social
entrepreneurship.
Adopting Creativity: Interacting with Norms
To navigate new norms in creating a social venture, participants draw on processes of
creative churn. I used different theoretical lenses focused in participant interactions with their
environment to convey how women employ creative churn. The sections below illustrate how
participants adopt creativity in doing/undoing gender, engaging in dialogue, adopting
effectuation, and continual learning.
Applying West and Zimmerman’s (1987) performativity illustrated how women do and
undo gendered norms when navigating masculinities and femininities in the venture creation
process. The data most strongly aligned with Lewis’s (2013) study where women meshed
femininities with the masculinities of professional discourse. For some women this involves a
reconsideration of their role, a creative examination of oppression and ties to masculinities.
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Also, each of the women drew on imagination to picture themselves in a male gendered space.
In this new space, participants experienced angst and doubt, wrestling with legitimacy and
visibility issues. Yet some also learned to shed limiting beliefs. Women are actively doing and
undoing gender by meshing femininities and masculinities as they navigate norms to launch a
venture.
In a similar vein, during the start-up phase, women social entrepreneurs utilize creativity
by engaging in dialogue with their targeted constituents. Coming from an individualistic culture,
social entrepreneurs within the US have a predisposition towards Freire’s (1970/2000) concept of
extension. Yet the findings suggest that participants heavily use dialogue in their work. Some
participants work to unveil their biases through consideration and critical self-reflection.
Participants also imagined ways to come alongside their communities as they engaged in change,
and emphasized the importance of community. Only the format of their organization, the forprofit model of social entrepreneurship, acts as a form of extension. Yet participants mesh even
the model of for-profit revenue goals with a social mission. A few participants articulated how
wary they feel about the extension mindset, and spent time churning about how to avoid the
white savior role in their work. While participants may have started with an individualistic
approach, many shifted to embrace dialogue in their work as a fledgling social entrepreneur.
Just as they move away from individualistic norms, participants also exhibited creativity
by gradually adopting effectuation and moving away from embedded rational-linear norms as
they navigated venture creation. Sarasvathy’s (2001) theory of effectuation illustrates how the
predominant business approach within the US relies heavily on a model of causation. Yet much
of the feedback from participants conveyed a shift away from causation into effectuation as they
launched their business. Participants learned to reconsider chaos and measures of success that
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the industry models with causative projections and growth. They had to be creative with their
business trajectory, learning to imagine new possibilities rather than relying on pre-planned
outcomes. Many women still utilized a business plan, but one participant described this
document as a compass rather than a map, needing to mesh directional expectations with more
fluid outcomes. Participants churned in the idea that they could be ‘ready’ for a pre-defined
expertise, yet conversely continued to learn how to adapt to ambiguity. Participants navigate
their embedded rational-linear norms by adopting effectuation, to creatively adapt to the chaos of
entrepreneurship.
In the process of creatively navigating embedded norms, participants also experienced
continual personal learning. In each of the previous sections, participants engage in learning
when entrepreneuring, as Steyaert (2007) proposed. Moreover, Freire’s (1970/2000) concept of
conscientization explains that mutually beneficial change requires continual self-examination. I
believe this examination of self strongly links to the participants’ tendency to shift into dialogue;
or rather, the two behaviors of dialogue and continual learning reinforce one another. Through
this examination, participants question and shift their gendered presence. They learn how to
combine passion and profession. The women learn how to navigate ambiguity, and expect chaos
versus order. Lastly, they learn how to find community. Learning lived throughout my data, and
it came through as one of my most prominent themes. As Keri said, in her experience, “I am
constantly learning…all the time.” Whether tactical or self-reflective, participants navigate their
embeddedness with continual learning as they start their new venture.
With these theoretical lenses, I illustrated how participants interact with their
embeddedness as they launch a venture. The participants utilize creative churn to do and undo
gender, to engage in dialogue, adopt effectuation as an approach, and continue their personal
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learning. The theoretical perspectives applied in this study create a critical lens on how
participants navigate embedded norms through creativity and learning when interacting with
their environment.
Accessing Power of Hegemonies
The theoretical analysis of findings also illustrated that women social entrepreneurs
strategically access power of existing hegemonies in order to navigate their embeddedness.
Patriarchal gendered norms serve as a source of oppression for women in the US and abroad.
The power of masculinities and capital impact women’s access to power in their personal and
professional lives. Two notable ways that women social entrepreneurs access power include
their approach to undoing gender, and adopting a for-profit business model valued by marketbased norms.
When women participants adopt masculinities, they reinforce existing power
hegemonies, yet they also simultaneously deconstruct gendered expectations and gain power
(Paechter, 2006). Butler (2006) recognizes this practice as a form of undoing gender. By
adopting the masculinities found in professional discourse and planning, participants externally
gain clout, and undo gendered expectations. For example, if the women social entrepreneurs
increase their projections or visibility – two masculine behaviors – they likewise increase their
chances of gaining funding and recognition, thereby gaining power. Undoing gender allows
participants to access power and navigate embedded gender norms.
Similarly, participants in this study selected a for-profit model, gaining access to existing
hegemonies of power. The women live embedded in a society that values market-based norms.
With this model, they can utilize methods that fit market-based norms, such as capital
accumulation, and workforce development. These ideas make sense within embedded norms,
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and can propel acceptance and support. As an example, participants increased projections to
gain venture capital funding; this change facilitates access to power and credibility in the field.
None of the theoretical lenses addressed this conclusion directly, though authors employing
critical theory spoke of social entrepreneurship in relation to the hegemony of capitalism (Ahl,
2006; Curtis, 2000; Dey & Steyaert, 2010). Employing a for-profit model allows participants to
access power not found in other civil sectors.
The conclusions of this study illustrate how women social entrepreneurs navigate their
embedded norms to create social ventures; they experience barriers, adopt creativity, and access
power of existing hegemonies. Participants’ embeddedness requires creativity when interacting
with new norms to launch a business. In the final illustration, Figure 19, I convey how the
conclusions connect the findings and analysis.
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Figure 19. Evolving illustrations: Conclusions. This figure provides an overview of study
conclusions.
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My conclusions on how women navigate their embeddedness have several implications for
research and practice.
Implications and Recommendations
The goal of this study aimed to better understand how women social entrepreneurs
navigate their embedded norms when launching a social venture. The core findings, limitations,
and conclusions above all create implications for future work in the field. In this section, I
provide an overview of potential research and practice implications.
Research Implications
The blend of theories employed in this study created a unique lens on women social
entrepreneurs. However, many other angles remain to explore. Specifically, I recommend
further study around embeddedness, gender, identity, networks, and learning.
The lens of embeddedness proved quite useful and has many different application
possibilities. I would advocate for similar studies in different settings nationally and
internationally. It would be interesting to understand how the data varies based on embedded
norms. Moreover, one of my participants immigrated to the US, and thereby experienced
embedded norms differently. Creating a study around immigrants entering the social
entrepreneur space could provide additional depth to our understanding of women social
entrepreneurs. Also, I concur with Mair and Marti’s (2006) recommendation to look at
embeddedness within each phase of entrepreneurship. My findings indicated significant creative
churn as participants launched their ventures, due to differing norms akin to culture shock. I am
curious how creative churn replicates or differs at later stages of the venture. Future researchers
could pursue additional work around embeddedness and women social entrepreneurs.
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Also, to further contextualize embedded norms, I would recommend further research on
gendered norms in social entrepreneurship. A comparative study on men and women social
entrepreneurs may help to discern whether these embedded norms create divergent or similar
experiences when launching a venture. Also, researchers could explore dual roles, exploring
how women navigate femininities in their roles at home and work as they launch a venture.
Lastly, the field needs more research on financing, specifically to learn more about how gender
interacts with venture funding. Many possibilities exist for future research on gendered norms
within social entrepreneurship.
Gendered norms intertwined with other identify factors such as age, education, economic
class, race, and religious culture; the field would also benefit from additional studies to explore
identity and intersectionality. Similar to Matthews’s (2014) study on women social
entrepreneurs, my findings uncovered the presence of intersectionality in age, education, race,
economic status, and religious culture. Future research could utilize identity theory to address
how specific types of intersectionality live within social entrepreneurship.
Participants interacted with people of many identities to launch their venture, and the
field would benefit from research on networking, and network related theories. The women in
this study spent a lot of time talking about the need for connection, and networking within this
field. Moreover, three mentorships appeared in my data set through sampling. I am curious how
mentorship renders in the field as a whole. Participants experience significant networking as
they launch their venture, and it would be interesting to see how network theories apply to future
studies.
In addition to studies analyzing social entrepreneurs and their environment, future
research should explore how women social entrepreneurs learn throughout their experience.
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Steyaert (2007) decries the tendency of research to treat entrepreneurship as something that you
‘are’, rather than something that you ‘do’, and advocates for a processual understanding of the
field. Researchers could apply adult learning theories to future studies.
Moving through the research process seems to be an exercise in avoiding rabbit holes.
Several times throughout this study, I found myself gently gliding away from the scope of the
research statement. I hope future researchers will find opportunities to explore additional angles
on women social entrepreneurs; a plethora of angles remain to explore.
Implications for Practice
The study contains practical implications in addition to research implications. In this
section, I explore how the information from this study could directly benefit current and future
women social entrepreneur practitioners. I believe these practical implications apply to formal
education settings and informal education settings.
Formal education settings. As noted in chapter one, universities are rapidly adopting
formal education programs in social entrepreneurship. The findings from this study could apply
to those formal education settings in several ways. In an ideal world, classes focusing on
entrepreneurship or social entrepreneurship could infuse an approach that contains critical selfreflection pedagogy to help unpack existing norms and the barriers that appear when navigating
new norms. Previous research notes that within business schools, critical pedagogy often lies at
odds with accreditation, and if present, it exists as a small specialty (Fotaki & Prassad, 2014;
Toubiana, 2014). Yet where possible, I recommend social entrepreneurship educators emphasize
understanding the gendered lens, teach to effectuation, teach to dialogue, and teach away from
the model of the heroic individual.
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I believe students would benefit greatly from a nuanced understanding of gender and how
masculinities and femininities live within in the social entrepreneurship field. Understanding the
landscape and having self-awareness of embodied norms unveils patterns when interacting with
constituents, clients, funders, and fellow practitioners. Yet I would argue that success within
social entrepreneurship also links to adopting femininities, particularly in the importance of
relationships, collaboration, and incorporating personal passion. I agree with Gupta et al. (2009)
that business programs could benefit from case studies that highlights women entrepreneurs and
illustrates approaches that mesh with femininities in decision-making. Formal education should
inform and model alternatives to the gendered norms within social entrepreneurship.
When teaching towards understanding norms, findings illustrate how women social
entrepreneurs could benefit from learning about rational-linear norms and how to navigate the
opposing schema of chaos within the field of entrepreneurship. Formal education programs
should teach to an effectuation approach. It allows for flexibility and collaboration. It
encourages the exercising of creativity, which turns out to be beneficial as participants launch
their business. It also creates the ability to adapt, and shift as needs change, which prominently
appeared throughout the data. Where not already in place, entrepreneurship instructors should
teach effectuation alongside current emphases on causation.
Similar, the findings indicated that utilizing flexibility in dialogue versus extension acted
as a critical element of success for social entrepreneur practitioners. The women in this study
learned through their interactions with clients and found ways to adjust their approach to “meet
people where they are at” as Kristina said. If possible, I would also advocate for pedagogy that
unpacks capitalism, with discussions on economic extension. I did find examples of programs
that incorporated a critical lens. Two of my participants read Freire in their coursework. This
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pedagogical approach had a notable impact on Jessica, who returned to Peru with an entirely
different approach. Her first efforts involved bringing ideas ‘for’, and she shifted to a dialoguing
‘with’ approach in her second visit. Jessica’s example illustrates the power of teaching to critical
self-awareness in formal education settings. Future practitioners should be encouraged and
trained to facilitate dialogue.
Ultimately, by teaching to the nuances of norms and the benefits of creativity, the
approaches in this section encourage teaching away from the heroic myth of the entrepreneur.
Findings illustrate that it is not solely an individual pursuit, nor is it often heroic, easy, or
uncomplicated. Rather than holding up heroic individuals, I would argue that entrepreneurship
education should include case studies mapping out the complexity: the barriers, the networks, the
failures, and the creative churn necessary to navigate the field. The more instructors present
complexities in formal settings, the better the experience for new women social entrepreneurs.
As social entrepreneurship programs proliferate, formal education programs could benefit
from these strategies. I hesitate to paint programs with a broad brush. While the literature
(Gupta et al., 2009; Toubiana, 2014) noted that business education models embrace causation,
masculinities, and individualism, my findings included examples that differed significantly in
their curricula. Hopefully more institutions can incorporate teaching to critical understanding of
gendered norms, effectuation, dialogue, and away from the heroic entrepreneur.
Informal Education Settings. Several metro area entities hold educational events,
meetings, and forums for social entrepreneurs. These settings would also benefit from
incorporating conversation points with the angles above: discussing gendered norms, talking
about effectuation, finding ways to incorporate dialogue, and shifting away from the hero. Many
opportunities exist to include a contextualized lens in informal education settings.
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Lastly, social entrepreneurship organizations could also benefit from the findings of this
study in their rhetoric, how they shape their events, and by focusing on women entrepreneurs.
The organization I worked with during this study holds frequent events. I believe the teaching
points listed above would dovetail well with some of the topics they include. Also, my findings
indicated that women social entrepreneurs want additional support in the form of community.
They expressed an eagerness for getting to know others navigating this experience. Moreover,
my findings indicate that mentorship programs may have traction among this population, and
could provide a form of support for women going through creative churn. Lastly, social
entrepreneurship organizations notoriously highlight the heroic entrepreneur. I would argue for
shifting those stories and broadening the scope to move away from the hero narrative.
Organization members could benefit from incorporating the findings of this study.
Education implications span across formal and informal organization opportunities. The
findings illustrate a nuanced and complex experience in contrast to the heroic entrepreneur
narrative. By incorporating content regarding gender norms, effectuation, and dialogue, the
narrative can move away from the heroic entrepreneur. Education could be one vehicle to shift
expectations in the field.
Conclusion
Women social entrepreneurs navigate their embedded norms by experiencing barriers,
adopting creativity, and accessing the power of existing hegemonies. For women social
entrepreneurs in the Midwest US, my findings illustrate how practitioners live embedded in
gender norms, market-based norms, rational-linear norms, and individualistic norms. Yet
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entrepreneuring presents a differing set of norms. Women navigate this chasm by moving
through creative churn: considering, imagining, meshing, spinning, and learning. By
highlighting their nuanced experiences, I hope this study can help to inform future research and
education. We should provide future women social entrepreneurs with a better compass as they
navigate their embedded norms and work to create good.
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Appendix A
Approval from Social Venture Venue
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Appendix B
Recruitment Email Invitation
Dear Ms. X,
My name is Kimberly Herrema, and I am a doctoral graduate student at the University of St.
Thomas. I am conducting a research study about women social entrepreneurs and I recently
learned from ______ that you (are interested in launching a new social venture) OR (have
recently launched a social venture).
My research centers on learning more about how women social entrepreneurs experience the
start-up process. Would you be willing to participate in a short interview that would take
approximately 45 minutes to 1 hour? I am happy to meet you wherever it is most convenient.
Please feel free to respond with any questions, my contact information is listed below.
Best Regards,
Kimberly Herrema
kim.herrema@gmail.com
612-207-2165
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Appendix C
Participant Interview Questions
Thank you for taking the time to participate in this interview. First, I will walk through the
following: an overview of the study, confidentiality, and the risks involved for you as a
participant. Feel free to ask any questions during this conversation. Once you are comfortable,
we will move forward with the interview questions:

1. Tell me a bit about yourself and your background.
2. Could you walk me through your experience (or ideas about) starting social venture.
3. What led you to think about pursuing a social venture?
4. How did you approach (are you approaching) getting to know the aspect/issue you would like
to change?
5. What do you see as some of the opportunities/challenges of starting a social venture?
6. What are some of the opportunities and challenges you have experienced being a women in the
field?
7. What do you enjoy most about being a social entrepreneur?
8. What do you enjoy least about the idea of being a social entrepreneur?
9. What has surprised you as you have (started to launch) launched your social venture?
10. What has been the reaction of your (peers, family, colleagues, community) to your venture?
11. How would you define social change? And how do you see social change applying to your
specific social venture?
12. Is there anything else in your experience as a woman social entrepreneur that you would like
me to know about?
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Appendix D

INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM
UNIVERSITY OF ST. THOMAS
Gender & Entrepreneuring for Social Change
# 910285-1
I am conducting a research study about how women social entrepreneurs experience the process of
starting a social venture. I invite you to participate in this research. You were selected as a possible
participant because you are thinking about or have recently launched a social venture. Please read this form
and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study.
This study is being conducted by: Researcher – Kimberly Herrema; Advisor – Dr. John Holst; College of
Education, Leadership and Counseling.
Background Information:
The purpose of this study is to understand how women social entrepreneurs navigate their embeddedness,
or social soil, when creating a social venture.
Procedures:
If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following things: participate in an in-depth and
open-ended interview. The interview will take approximately 45-60 minutes to answer a series of 10-12
questions. The data collection will take place in a location that is convenient to you, the participant.
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:
The study has several risks. First, there is a risk that you may feel uncomfortable answering questions
regarding your personal experience. All efforts will be made to ensure that you are comfortable in your
understanding of the question and responses, and you may end the interview at any time. Second, you may
feel the risk that your responses would identify you as a participant. All efforts will be made to ensure
confidentiality, including pseudonyms for your name and place of work.
The direct benefits you will receive for participating are: All findings will be reported back to you as a
participant. You may find it beneficial to talk through your experience, and perhaps understand how others
are also navigating the social venture space.
Compensation:
Participants will receive a $10 Dunn Brothers gift card.
Confidentiality:
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The records of this study will be kept confidential. In any report I publish, I will not include information
that will make it possible to identify you in any way. The types of records I will create include recordings,
transcripts, master list, computer records (Word, Excel). Each of these files will be stored electronically in
a OneDrive account where I alone will have password protected access to the files. Transcripts may be
printed for coding purposes, but will be stored in a locked file during analysis, and shredded upon
completion.
Voluntary Nature of the Study:
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not
affect your current or future relations with the Social Impact Hub or the University of St. Thomas. If you
decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time up to and until December 31, 2016. Should you
decide to withdraw data collected about you, wherever possible, the data points will be removed. You are
also free to skip any questions I may ask.
Contacts and Questions
My name is Kimberly Herrema. You may ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later,
you may contact me at 612-207-2165. You may also contact my research advisor, at 651-962-4433. The
University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board can be reached at 651-962-6035 with any questions
or concerns you may have.
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
Statement of Consent:
I have read the above information. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I consent to
participate in the study. I am at least 18 years of age. I agree to the audio recording and transcription of
this interview.
______________________________________________
Signature of Study Participant
Date
______________________________________
Print Name of Study Participant
______________________________________________
Signature of Researcher
Date
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Appendix E

OBSERVATION CONSENT FORM
UNIVERSITY OF ST. THOMAS
Gender & Entrepreneuring for Social Change
# 910285-1
I am conducting a research study about how women social entrepreneurs experience the process of starting
a social venture. I invite you to participate in this research. You were selected as a possible participant
because you are an attendee of the Women’s Entrepreneurship group at the Social Impact Hub. Please read
this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study.
This study is being conducted by: Researcher – Kimberly Herrema; Advisor – Dr. John Holst; College of
Education, Leadership and Counseling.
Background Information:
The purpose of this study is to understand how women social entrepreneurs navigate their embeddedness,
or social soil, when creating a social venture.
Procedures:
If you agree to be in this study, your involvement will include: 4-6 observations of your participation in the
Women’s Entrepreneurship Group meetings, which take place at the Social Impact Hub in Minneapolis,
MN. I will be taking field notes during this time, and may interact with the group during the meetings with
clarifying questions.
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:
The study has several risks. First, there is a risk that you may feel uncomfortable being observed in a group
setting where you share your personal experiences. All efforts will be made to ensure that you are
comfortable in your understanding of the study, and you may end your participation at any time. Second,
you may feel the risk that your responses would identify you as a participant in the study. All efforts will
be made to ensure confidentiality, including pseudonyms for your name and place of work.
The direct benefits you will receive for participating are: All findings will be reported back to you as a
participant. You may find it beneficial to talk through your experience, and perhaps understand how others
are also navigating the social venture space.
Confidentiality:
The records of this study will be kept confidential. In any report I publish, I will not include information
that will make it possible to identify you in any way. The types of records I will create include field notes
and subsequent computer records (Word, Excel). Each of these files will be stored electronically in a
OneDrive account where I alone will have password protected access to the files. Field notes may be
printed for coding purposes, but will be stored in a locked file during analysis, and shredded upon
completion.
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Voluntary Nature of the Study:
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not
affect your current or future relations with the Social Impact Hub or the University of St. Thomas. If you
decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time up to and until December 31, 2016. Should you
decide to withdraw data collected about you, wherever possible, the data points will be removed. You are
also free to skip any questions I may ask.
Contacts and Questions
My name is Kimberly Herrema. You may ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later,
you may contact me at 612-207-2165. You may also contact my research advisor, at 651-962-4433. The
University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board can be reached at 651-962-6035 with any questions
or concerns you may have.
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
Statement of Consent:
I have read the above information. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I consent to
participate in the study. I am at least 18 years of age. I agree to be participate in an on-site observation
where field notes are recorded for research purposes.
______________________________________________
Signature of Study Participant
Date
______________________________________
Print Name of Study Participant
______________________________________________
Signature of Researcher
Date
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Appendix F

FOLLOW-UP MEETING CONSENT FORM
UNIVERSITY OF ST. THOMAS
Gender & Entrepreneuring for Social Change
# 910285-1
I am conducting a research study about how women social entrepreneurs experience the process
of starting a social venture. I invite you to participate in a follow-up meeting for the study. You
were selected as a possible participant because you participated as an interview participant in the
study. Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the
study.
This study is being conducted by: Researcher – Kimberly Herrema; Advisor – Dr. John Holst;
College of Education, Leadership and Counseling.
Background Information:
The purpose of this study is to understand how women social entrepreneurs navigate their
embeddedness, or social soil, when creating a social venture.
Procedures:
If you agree to participate in this follow-up meeting, your involvement will include: a 1-2 hour
meeting that will include networking with the other participants, as well as a conversation to
explore themes that have developed throughout the study. The meeting will take place at the Social
Impact Hub in Minneapolis, MN. I will be recording the meeting and taking field notes.
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:
The study has several risks. First, there is a risk that you may feel uncomfortable being observed
in a group setting where you share your personal experiences. All efforts will be made to ensure
that you are comfortable in your understanding of the study, and you may end your participation
at any time. Second, you may feel the risk that your responses would identify you as a participant
in the study. All efforts will be made to ensure confidentiality, including pseudonyms for your
name and place of work. Lastly, your participation in this follow-up meeting will make our identity
known to other participants of the study.
The direct benefits you will receive for participating are: All findings will be reported back to you
as a participant. You will meet and be able to connect with other women social entrepreneurs, and
perhaps understand how others are also navigating the social venture space.
Confidentiality:
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The records of this study will be kept confidential. In any report I publish, I will not include
information that will make it possible to identify you in any way. The types of records I will create
include field notes and subsequent computer records (Word, Excel). Each of these files will be
stored electronically in a OneDrive account where I alone will have password protected access to
the files. Field notes may be printed for coding purposes, but will be stored in a locked file during
analysis, and shredded upon completion.

Voluntary Nature of the Study:
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate
will not affect your current or future relations the University of St. Thomas. If you decide to
participate, you are free to withdraw at any time up to and until December 31, 2016. Should you
decide to withdraw data collected about you, wherever possible, the data points will be
removed. You are also free to skip any questions I may ask.
Contacts and Questions
My name is Kimberly Herrema. You may ask any questions you have now. If you have questions
later, you may contact me at 612-207-2165. You may also contact my research advisor, at 651962-4433. The University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board can be reached at 651-9626035 with any questions or concerns you may have.
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
Statement of Consent:
I have read the above information. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I consent
to participate in the study. I am at least 18 years of age. I agree to be participate in an on-site
observation where field notes are recorded for research purposes.
______________________________________________
Signature of Study Participant
Date
______________________________________
Print Name of Study Participant
______________________________________________
Signature of Researcher
Date

